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Abstract 
 
This thesis studies designations for the Christian God as part of Old English poetic 
diction. Cynewulf knew that for mankind, the name of the Redeemer is inexpressible and 
unfathomable.1 A name – for Cynewulf – expresses the quality of that which is named. In 
the case of God, that quality transcends our understanding and the true name therefore 
cannot be known. However, the Christian God can be comprehended through his 
manifestations in this world and thus potentially bears all names. Designations for God in 
Old English poetry inhabit a position at the meeting point of Christian theological thought 
and Old English poetic diction. This thesis analyses the usage of these designations.  
 
The analysis is approached from different perspectives within three case studies. The first 
study is an analysis of the field of rulership/authority among the designations. It is 
primarily based upon the findings of my database of designations for God in Old English 
poetry. The following chapter examines the theme of the fall of the angels in the accounts 
of Genesis A, Genesis B, and Christ and Satan and explores how such a theme influences 
the choice of designations for God. Close readings, with special consideration of doctrinal 
and poetic context, form an increasingly important part of the methodology of this and the 
final case study. The third study concentrates on the Advent Lyrics in order to investigate 
the designations within the immediate context of the poem itself. I conclude that the 
designations for God are by no means alliterative fillers, but both tools for a sophisticated 
poetic style and worthy subjects of poetic endeavour. This study therefore offers new 
perspectives on how these designations function as prominent structural elements and as 
versatile and innovative vehicles of theological and cultural traditions in Old English 
poetry.  
                                                 
1 Elene l. 465. 
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1. Introduction 
 
 
 
PATER NOSTER QVI ES IN CELIS .  
Þu ure fæder þe eart on heofenum.  
sy þin nama gehalgod  
cume þin rice.  
Sy þin willa on eorðan  
swa swa on heofenum.2 
 
The name of God takes a prominent place in the one prayer common to all Christians 
throughout the ages, regions and confessions. But what is this name which is 
hallowed within the Pater Noster? Origen, writing on prayer in general and the Pater 
Noster in particular, expresses an early patristic view on 
the ̉΄οor ̉΄ὸ(divine names): 
 
Since God never changes and remains always the same, we have for him 
only one name to use forever, the name ‘He who is’, which is found in 
Exodus and elsewhere. We all make guesses about God, trying to say 
something about him. Not everyone knows what he is like, and only a 
few, or fewer than few, can see his holiness in all things. It is with good 
reason then that we are taught that the name of God is holy, for this helps 
us see his holiness in creating, in exercising providence, in judging, in 
choosing and abandoning, in accepting and rejecting, in rewarding and 
punishing each according to his merits. It is in these things and others 
like them that the specific quality of God is brought to light. And in my 
opinion it is this quality which scripture calls the name of God.3 
 
In essence, the names (or designations) for God in early Christian theology show us 
God, but only, Origen suggests, as we are able to know him. For him, they exemplify 
man’s relation to God. What we have are the names accessible to us, since the 
                                                 
2 Ælfric, Feria III de Dominica oratione,  in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter 
Clemoes (ed.), EETS 17 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 325-34, p. 325. ‘Our Father who art in Heaven. Hallowed 
be thy name, thy kingdom come, on earth as it is in Heaven.’ 
3 Origen, Libellus de Oratione, Cap. 24.2. I owe translation and citation to I. Hausherr, The Name of 
Jesus: The Names of Jesus Used by Early Christians: The Development of the 'Jesus Prayer' 
(Kalamazoo, MI, 1978), pp. 3-4. 
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Christian God in his entirety transcends human understanding.4 Christian names of 
God will therefore only express the perception the namer has of a specific quality of 
God. Accordingly, they are rather names for God.  
 
Such names for God can be seen as more than mere signification however, 
since the quality described is inherent in the name. J.H. Thayer defines this 
coexistence of quality and name in his entry on ̉΄
 
a very freq. usage in the O.T., the name of God in the N.T. is used for all 
those qualities which to his worshippers are summed up in that name, and 
by which God makes himself known to men; it is therefore equiv. to his 
divinity, Lat. numen, (not his nature or essence as it is in itself), the 
divine majesty and perfections, so far forth as these are apprehended, 
named, magnified.5  
 
The paradox of the name as numen lies in the transcendence of God. As the true 
nature or quality of God is in everything which exists but is in its entirety only 
known to the supreme being who transcends all human understanding, God is to be 
praised – according to Pseudo-Dionysius – ‘by every name – and as the Nameless 
One.’ As he set out:  
 
And yet, on the other hand they give it many names, such as “I am 
being,” “life,” “God,” the “truth.” These same wise writers, when 
praising the Cause of everything that is, use names drawn from all the 
things caused: .... They say he is in our minds, in our souls, and in our 
bodies, in heaven and on earth, that while remaining ever within himself 
he is also in and around and above the world, that he is above heaven and 
above all being, that he is sun, star, and fire, water, wind, and dew, cloud, 
archetypal stone, and rock, that he is all, that he is no thing. And so it is 
                                                 
4 Günther Bader’s distinction between ‘godly names’ and ‘human names’ – though established in the 
more general field of comparative religion – helps to understand the concept of the name of God in 
Christian theology. While godly names are given by gods to signify gods according to Bader’s 
argument, neither these names nor what they denote can be understood by man in its entirety. They 
are part of a greater mystery. No human being will therefore know the true name of the divine being, 
thus leaving mankind with no satisfactory name for the Divine at all. Bader’s human names for the 
Divine on the other hand are understandable to any human being, but were devised by someone who 
did not know the object he was naming. Accordingly, no name created by humans is the ‘true’ name.  
G. Bader, 'Gott nennen: Von Götternamen zu göttlichen Namen: Zur Vorgeschichte der Lehre von den 
göttlichen Eigenschaften', Zeitschrift für Theologie und Kirche 86 (1989): 306-54. 
5  J. H. Thayer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament being Grimm's Wilke's Clavis Novi 
Testamenti, 2nd ed. (Edinburgh, 1890), p. 447. 
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that as Cause of all and as transcending all, he is rightly nameless and yet 
has the names of everything that is. 6 
 
 Those names would be transposed into a new cultural system which expressed the 
hopes and fears, wishes and beliefs of that newly converted culture most 
immediately.   
 
The understanding of the Divine name expressed by Origen and Pseudo-
Dionysius is part of that tradition of Christian thought which reached Anglo-Saxon 
England. The following quote from Cynewulf’s Elene shows that the concept of the 
inexpressibility of God’s true name is not unfamiliar to the poet: 
 
   Ongit, guma ginga,    godes heamægen, 
   nergendes naman.    Se is niða gehwam 
   unasecgendlic,    þone sylf ne mæg 
   ond moldwege      man aspyrigean. (ll. 464-67)7 
 
The passage shows that the Anglo-Saxon view as expressed in Elene is in accordance 
with orthodox doctrine. While the name of God cannot be fathomed, the Paris 
Psalter for example asserts that it can and should be worshipped. The collocation of 
[nama] + [herigan] occurs more than ten times in PPs, for instance in Psalm 68:30: 
  
Nu ic naman drihtnes    neode herige  
and hine mid lofsange    læde swylce.8 
 
Old English poets share with the wise writers mentioned by Pseudo-Dionysius the 
tendency to use names derived from all things. The Old English practice finds its 
realisation in poetry in almost 900 different designations created with the use of 
                                                 
6 Pseudo-Dionysius, De divinis nominibus. Translation cited from Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete 
Works, trans. Colm Luibheid (New York, 1987), pp. 54-56. 
7 ‘Observe, young man, the transcendent might of God, the name of the Redeemer, which is 
inexpressible to any mortal man, and which one cannot fathom by oneself here on earth.’ 
8 ‘Now I must worship the name of the Lord and bring upon him such song of praise’. 
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approximately 100 central terms.9 While the central terms themselves are almost 
exclusively derived by translation from Latin models, as André Crépin states, it is 
rather the compound or collocated expression and its use where the distinctly Anglo-
Saxon perspective can be found.10 Designations for the Christian God are at the 
centre of the meeting of Christian tradition and Old English poetic style. Old English 
poetry proves itself a fitting medium for the transmission of Christian thought, as we 
shall see below. Designations for God within this medium, frequently appearing in 
clusters, have often been underestimated and considered to be interchangeable within 
modern translations and interpretations. This thesis will study their meaning and 
usage, a quest which shall give insight not only into the perception of Christian 
theology by the Anglo-Saxons, but also into their use within Old English poetic 
diction. The methodology for this analysis will include approaches which range from 
semantic analysis to close reading, with special consideration of poetic diction and 
theological context.  
Before we can explore how these designations for the Christian God are used, 
however, we need to understand what is meant in this thesis by the term ‘designation 
for God’. 
 
1.1. Designations for God: Some Thoughts towards a Definition 
 
 
The conventional scholarly terminologies for the group of terms used to denote 
God are highly irregular and includes ‘names’, ‘designations’, ‘epithets’, ‘terms’, 
‘references’ and many more. They take the place of a name. But are they names? 
And if so, what  kind? In order to answer these questions, we will first have 
                                                 
9 Please see Appendix A for a list of these central terms and their extensions.  
10 For Crépin’s view on the lack of originality in Old English designations for God, see A. Crépin, 
'Poétique vieil-Anglaise: désignations du Dieu Chrétien', DLitt, Université de Paris, 1969, p. 97. 
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to consider how names have been defined and analysed. The conceptual borderline 
between names and nouns has been vague at the best of times, and for the most part 
of the history of names, non-existent. Wilhelm Nicolaisen demonstrates this in a 
number of examples in his entry to the  International Handbook of Onomastics.11 He 
cites Lowe, who in 1737 could still write: ‘The name of a thing is a noun.’ 
Nicolaisen finds this definition echoed in the Oxford Dictionary of English 
Etymology in 1966, where noun is glossed as ‘(gram.) name of a person or thing.’12 
In general usage today, however, the word ‘name’ is equated with ‘proper name’. 
Proper names are generally agreed to be devoid of lexical meaning. Onomastic 
meaning takes its place.13 This statement can be slightly refined. Richard Coates 
defines ‘properhood’ in his re-evaluation of the term as follows:  
 
I conclude that the best characterization of the nature of properhood is 
pragmatic: that it is a type of referring that discounts the sense of any 
lexical items (real or apparent) in the expression that is being used to 
do the referring. Expressions used to refer in this way have entered the 
onomasticon.14 
 
 
The components of a name therefore may still have lexical meaning. The name itself 
however must be used as a referent devoid of that meaning to be considered ‘proper’. 
‘Smith’, for example, still retains the lexical meaning of the metal worker. This does 
not mean that John Smith will be assumed to be a smith when Smith is used as his 
surname. To return to the terms used to denote God: weoroda wealdend (Ruler of 
hosts) and similar designations for God within the Old English poetic corpus also 
have a lexical meaning. Most of the central terms within designations for God at least 
were in fact transferred into Old English through direct lexical translation of their 
                                                 
11 W. F. H. Nicolaisen 'Name and Apellative' in Namenforschung: ein internationales Handbuch zur 
Onomastik, E. Eichler (ed.), vol. 1 (Berlin, 1995), pp. 384-93. 
12 Ibid., p. 385. 
13 A name acquires meaning through its connection to a referent, not through the lexical meanings of 
its compounds which can be found in a dictionary. 
14 R. Coates, 'Properhood', Language 82:2 (2006): 356-82, p. 378. 
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Latin counterpart. What is decisive for their properhood according to Coates, 
however, is not their fixed lexical meaning, but rather their pattern of usage. Indeed, 
on many occasions, the individual terms do seem interchangeable, largely chosen for 
their alliterative and metrical properties. This impression, however, is misleading. 
Our tendency to level the vocabulary of Old English Verse into alliterative synonyms 
can distort the evidence as we look at it. As William Whallon remarked in 1965 and 
as I will explore below, the choice of a particular designation for God seems to 
depend at least partially on semantic reasons: as I shall show, the lexical meaning of 
the name is often embedded within the narrative of the poem.15 Designations for God 
therefore do not fulfil the requirements of ‘properhood’ in Coates’ definition.  
 
Designations for God form an entirely different category from human personal 
names. Human surnames originated with their lexical meaning active (as in the case 
of ‘Smith’), but soon lost the expectation that it would be a governing criterion for 
their use. Designations for God, on the other hand, have never been transferred (for 
their object within Christian doctrine is understood to be eternal) and they have 
remained in use within the same system of thought: Christianity. They therefore 
never ceased to be lexically meaningful. Any name designating a part of creation can 
be used as a name for God, as I have discussed above. Most terms used to designate 
God remain therefore also in use within the general vocabulary of a language. Since 
every designation for God, including Yahweh (He who is) retains its lexical meaning, 
a definition of them as a category based on the lack of this meaning would leave us 
with no name for God at all. In a Christian society such as that of literate Anglo-
Saxon England, even the name ‘Jesus’ (Healer is its meaning in Hebrew), the first 
name of Christ incarnate, seems to have conveyed lexical rather than merely proper 
                                                 
15 W. Whallon, 'The Idea of God in Beowulf', PMLA LXXX:1 (1965): 19-23, p. 21. 
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meaning. It is worth noting that this name does not appear in the Old English poetic 
corpus.16 We only find the translation of Jesus accompanying Christ (hælend crist, 
nergend crist – Saviour Christ) instead of the Latinized name itself. The question of 
lexical meaning in order to establish properhood thus becomes superfluous for names 
for the Christian God.  
 
This thesis is concerned with the use of designations for God in Old English 
poetry. The definition of these terms for this thesis should therefore consider what 
evidence we have for medieval views concerning the characteristics of a name, the 
roots of which lie in Late Antiquity. Origen (the great etymologizer of names upon 
whom Jerome and others drew in their own works on name-etymologies) had defined 
the name in his work on the Lord’s Prayer. As he was there discussing the phrase 
which we now translate as ‘hallowed be thy name’, we can be certain that he uses the 
term ̉΄oνοματα to refer to proper names in our modern sense, rather than to nouns in 
general.  
 
A name ( ̉΄ονομα) is a term which summarizes and expresses the specific 
quality of the thing named.17  
 
According to Origen, a name was still lexically connected to its bearer, not just 
onomastically as defined for proper names today.  
 
                                                 
16 The only exception is a twelth-century poetic prayer by St. Godric at the occasion of a vision of the 
two Marys. The prayer uses highly Latinate forms: ‘Sainte Marie uirgine, moder Ihesu Cristes 
Nazarene’ (l. 1) – Holy Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus Christ of Nazareth.’ We have here a very early 
witness of the shift in the use of the most personal names for the Son which would merit a study of its 
own. Published in: J. Zupitza, 'Cantus Beati Godrici', Englische Studien 11 (1888): 401-32. This could 
be because the etymology of Jesus as Saviour might have been less well known or more important 
than that of Christ, the Anointed one. It could also simply be that <j> is difficult to alliterate to. 
17 Origen, Libellus de Oratione, Cap. 24.2. I am once more indebted to I. Hausherr, who uses them in 
his discussion of names of Jesus, and from whom the translations of both passages are cited. See 
Hausherr, The Name of Jesus, p. 3. 
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That this view still prevailed within Anglo-Saxon England and surrounding 
cultures is attested by the frequent use of name-etymologies. While the arbitrariness 
of man-invented names was clearly visible to great minds such as Alcuin, he 
simultaneously seems to have been aware of a deeper connection between words and 
things.18 As Mary Garrison reminds us, this view is strongly related to Isidore’s in 
his Etymologies. Isidore himself also distinguishes names given secundum naturam 
from those given secundum placitum.19 Yet the deductions in his work do all clearly 
express the belief in an innate relationship between names and the nature of the 
named. The use of names for interpretation and characterization is evident 
throughout the Anglo-Saxon period in both Latin and Old English texts. Bede’s 
famous rendering of Gregory’s use of name-etymology on the slave-market is but 
one prominent example. The search for hidden truth within the names played on in 
this passage would come naturally to the medieval intellectual, well-trained in the 
three (or four) levels of meaning within biblical exegesis. Indeed, Scripture itself 
provides prototypes for name-etymologizing. When Simon, for example, is prepared 
for his role as founder of the Christian Church in Matthew 16:18, he is given a new 
name by Christ that corresponds to his new vocation: he becomes Petrus, the rock 
that Christ will build his church on. The Church Fathers, like many medieval authors, 
were aware of the importance of names in Scripture and took great pains to provide 
name-etymologies along with their biblical interpretations.20  
 
                                                 
18 For a deeper insight into Alcuin’s attitude towards and use of names and nicknames, see M. 
Garrison, 'The Social World of Alcuin: Nicknames at York and at the Carolingian Court' in Alcuin of 
York: Scholar at the Carolingian Court. Proceedings of the Third Germania Latina Conference held 
at the University of Groningen May 1995, L.A.J.R. Houwen and A.A. MacDonald (eds.) (Groningen, 
1998), pp. 59-79. 
19 See I.xxix. De Etymologia in Isidore, Etymologiarum sive Originum, ed. W.M. Lindsay, SCBO, vol. 
1, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1911). For a very brief introduction to the opposition between names according to 
the nature of things and names according to convention, see V. Law, The History of Linguistics in 
Europe: From Plato to 1600 (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 17-23. 
20 Essential in this respect is Jerome, Liber interpretationis hebraicorum nominum, ed. P. de Lagarde, 
CCSL (Turnhout, 1959). 
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In his De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine of Hippo explained how the 
knowledge of the true meaning of names could allow a deeper understanding of 
otherwise enigmatic expressions in the Scriptures.21 However, the etymology of a 
name was not necessarily fixed to one meaning but could be an object of exegesis 
itself. Different meanings of a single name might be discussed side by side within the 
same text. Just as in the Scriptures, these meanings could co-exist without losing 
their individual validity. Also, as in the Scriptures, medieval writers could again 
employ names and their etymologies to express meaning within their text. The Old 
English poets were no exception to this practice. An Old English translation of a 
Hebrew, Greek or Latin name could be apposed to it in order to make the ‘specific 
quality’ explicit to an audience that did not understand the original language.22 The 
poet could also use sound correspondences between a name and other terms for a pun 
that illuminated a more subtle element of Christian teaching, as Roberta Frank 
demonstrates.23 The combined tools of name-etymology, paronomasia and Old 
English poetic diction enabled the Genesis A poet to relate the history of the Old 
Testament events and simultaneously express ‘how these events were 
foreshadowings of things yet to come.’24 
 
In addition to these methods of etymological interpretation, names could also 
be used outside the etymological scope to associate the bearer with attributes 
attached to another bearer of the same name. The great use of nicknames allowed the 
poets of the Carolingian court to do just that. Mary Garrison offers a number of clear 
                                                 
21 Lib. II, cap. xvi,23 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana De Vera Religione, ed. Joseph Martin, 
CCSL 32 (Turnhout, 1962), pp. 48-49. I owe this passage to F. C. Robinson, 'The Significance of 
Names in Old English Literature', Anglia 86 (1968): 14-58, pp. 19-21. 
22 For some textual examples of this method, see F. C. Robinson, 'Some Uses of Name-Meanings in 
Old English Poetry', NM 69 (1968): 161-71. He alludes to the apposition of Lucifer and leohtberende 
to which we shall return in chapter four. 
23 R. Frank, 'Some Uses of Paronomasia in Old English Scriptural Verse', Speculum 47 (1972): 207-
26, p. 210. 
24 Ibid., p. 215. 
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examples of Alcuin’s creation of an implicit argument through the literary archetype 
evoked by the use of nicknames. In a letter to Adalhard, who was nicknamed 
Anthony after St. Anthony of Egypt, for instance, Alcuin, the originator of the 
practice, uses the name Paul for himself, thus transferring the relationship of 
Anthony and St. Paul of Thebes to Adalhard and Alcuin.25  
 
Anglo-Saxon personal names themselves occupy a middle position between 
such clear connections to lexical meanings and our modern definition. ‘Personal 
names, although less transparently motivated, likewise derive from elements of 
common language.’26 The meaningful origins of Old English personal names are still 
visible in the lexicality of their elements.27 In her entry on onomastics in the 
Cambridge History of the English Language, C. Clark distinguishes ‘thematic’ 
names as the largest category of idionyms within her sources.28 Themes are elements 
of these idionyms with lexical value forming a stock from which new names can be 
created.29 While monothematic names, which contain only a single theme, have some 
prominent representatives, such as Hild and Beda, the majority of Old English names 
were dithematic and combine two unrelated themes. They consisted of two elements, 
derived from individual thematic stocks, the protothemes and deuterothemes 
respectively.30 While dithematic names are always compounds, monothematic names 
do not necessarily have to be simplexes, as Clark points out with examples such as 
                                                 
25 Garrison, 'The Social World of Alcuin', p. 73. 
26 C. Clark, 'Onomastics' in The Cambridge History of the English Language, R.M. Hogg (ed.), vol. 1: 
The Beginnings to 1066 (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 452-89. 
27 Though not necessarily in the use of these elements within created names.  
28 Clark uses the term ‘idionym’ for the individual name given to a person according to custom in 
order to differentiate it from other personal names, such as by-names. See C. Clark, ‘Onomastics’, p. 
456 for her full terminology. 
29 The lexical fields from which these themes had been derived largely paralleled those of heroic 
verse. See C. Clark, ‘Onomastics’, p. 457.  
30 Some elements were simultaneously part of both stocks and could form a proto- or a deuterotheme. 
‘Wulf’, for example, forms part of both Wulfstan (wolf + stone) and Beowulf (bee + wolf). 
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Ealdwīf.31  Both elements of this compound belong to one theme: that of the old 
woman. 
 
The Old English poetic designations for God are formed after a similar pattern. 
Monothematic simplexes (i.e. drihten / Lord) are only one part of the whole range. 
The majority of divine designations, though emphasizing a central term, are 
collocations or compounds that carry meaning through juxtaposition. These can be 
both monothematic (i.e. halig god / holy God) or dithematic (i.e. wealdend crist / the 
Ruler Christ). André Crépin has defined these combinations thus: 
 
Therefore, references to God are not confined to a few substantives; 
rather, they are centres of galactic systems. The centre may 
concentrate the semantic load of a whole clause (agend); it may attract 
important notions (wuldres wealdend), and these notions, in their turn, 
may form new centres (mihtig god, hence se ælmihtiga).32 
 
The most common instance of the use of this system is the combination of a central 
term with a qualifying extension, as seen in sigora drihten (Lord of victories) or 
sigedrihten (Lord of victories, victorious Lord). The position of both elements may 
vary. However, André Crépin observes, the qualifier most frequently precedes the 
central term.33 Nouns, adjectives, participles and pronouns alike can function as 
qualifiers. Even though the combination of two words or word-elements is the 
standard form, this number can vary in either direction. A central term can be 
accompanied by multiple qualifiers, by a phrase, or by a combination of the two (i.e. 
witig wuldorcyning, worlde ond heofena / wise King of glory, of the world and the 
heavens). As described by Crépin in the citation above, qualifiers can become central 
                                                 
31 Clark, 'Onomastics', p. 460.  
32 A. Crépin, 'The Names of God in Beowulf: An Inquiry into Old English Poetics' in Language and 
Civilization: A Concerted Profusion of Essays and Studies in Honour of Otto Hietsch, C. Blank (ed.) 
(Frankfurt-am-Main, 1992), pp. 106-13, p. 107. 
33 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 75.  
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terms themselves. These transformed central terms are mostly abstractions describing 
single attributes of the Divine (i.e. ælmihtig / Almighty). Further, two central terms 
can also be apposed to each other in order to form a designation for God (i.e. god 
drihten / God Lord). This category provides the majority of dithematic designations. 
Central terms that are also applicable to objects other than the Divine can occur in 
comparatives or superlatives (i.e. hehsta demend / highest Judge, or cyninga cyning / 
King of kings). All designations formed after the patterns described draw on a 
common stock of central and peripheral elements. While the central elements are 
fairly fixed, the peripheral elements are flexible and theoretically infinite. New 
elements apparently could be introduced to this stock only if in accord with Christian 
teaching.  
All forms of references discussed above behave grammatically like proper 
names. There are no plural forms of the central terms. They take the syntactic 
position of a phrase. One form of reference to God however does not fit Crépin’s 
model of the galactic system, nor does it correspond to any other form of Anglo-
Saxon personal name. This exceptional form of reference consists of descriptive 
phrases in which the central term is replaced by the pronoun se (i.e. se ðe 
middangeard gestaðelode strangum mihtum / He who established the earth with his 
great might). The phrase governed by the relative pronoun can describe any aspect or 
action attributed to God. Their syntactical structure and difference in form from all 
other designations discussed place them in the category of phrases rather than names. 
They will be excluded from the further discussion of designations for God in this 
thesis. All other designations correspond to Anglo-Saxon personal names in 
formation and grammatical behaviour.  
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Another characteristic of proper names according to modern definition is that 
they are monoreferential. This distinguishes them from classes of nouns that embrace 
groups of individual members simultaneously, and from titles which refer to a 
position or role and are therefore transferred with the position. (There is of course 
only one god in the Christian Faith, thus making any designation for God 
monoreferential per se.) Some of the designations for God, however, are used on a 
human scale as titles (i.e. cyning), or have been used as attributes for other gods 
before. When therefore does a designation of a wider applicability become a name of 
God? An answer to this question demands a closer study of the designations 
themselves and therefore these will be discussed in the conclusion of this thesis.  
 
Next to multiple referents for the same term, we also find multiple designations 
for a single referent. The quantity of designations for God in Old English poetry is 
one of the aspects which makes them a rewarding object of study. Are all 
designations names? The root of this problem lies in the way in which designations 
for God are used. The designations for the Christian God in Old English poetry have 
linguistically not yet been fully established as names, but – apart from their lexicality 
– seem to act as names and to be used in a similar way. I therefore use the term 
‘designation’ for them, which can be defined as descriptive substitute for a proper 
name, with ad hoc relevance and no limitation on its lexicality. Theologically, 
however, they seem to fall under the category of subjective names provided by 
human agents, the ̉΄ονοματα θεὸυ described by Origen in his commentary on the 
Lord’s Prayer.  
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1.2. Aim of the Thesis 
 
 
Christian content in Old English poetry fuses two literary and intellectual 
traditions into one. Just as a Christianised culture and the Christianising tradition 
influence each other, thus producing a form of Christianity adapted to the new 
cultural group, so is the transfer of Christian literary content into Old English no 
straightforward replication, but rather the paraphrasing into a new literary context. In 
the words of Roberta Frank, the creators of vernacular poetry were intent 
 
not just on recapitulating the contents of a given text, but on recreating, 
rediscovering in English terms, some of the traditional theological 
assumptions underlying the Scriptures.34  
 
Our vision of how this new literary context functions, however, has undergone 
substantial revision since the 1950s and 60s, when the last studies on the 
designations for God were conducted.  
Scholarship on formulaic poetic style has evolved from the notion of on-the-
spot metrical and alliterative choice of semantic modules assumed to have been 
chosen without much attention to precise meaning, to the study of oral-traditional 
poetry within a literary environment. Conscious word-play, semantic finesse, the 
implicitness of poetry’s symbolic language (also its capacity to act as carrier of a 
thread of meaning separate from that of the main narrative), have come to the fore in 
scholarship of recent years. Against this backdrop, arbitrary substitution of one 
designation for God for another by the modern editor is no longer acceptable in 
translation or interpretation. However, no new studies have considered what this 
change of perspective means for the subject of Richard Fletcher’s main question 
concerning the Christianisation of a new cultural group: ‘Most important of all, what 
                                                 
34 Frank, 'Some Uses of Paronomasia', p. 211. 
1.2. Aim of the Thesis  
 15 
word did they [the missionaries] choose to render ‘God’, and what cluster of 
associations might it have had for their converts?’35 The designations given to God 
reflect the dynamics of the reception of Christianity into Anglo-Saxon culture in a 
variety of aspects. They are a point of contact between the mission and the convert 
cultures, between theological expectations and beliefs and secular social structures to 
which they were introduced. The extensive and creative use of designations for the 
Christian God in Old English poetry – similar to the use of epithets in general – 
makes the poems an especially fruitful area of study. George Hardin Brown speaks 
of a ‘special native potency particularly suited to expressing the Christian doctrine’ 
inherent in Old English verse, and writes of the miracle of Cædmon’s Hymn as the 
bringing together of ‘a religion and a medium eminently suited for one another.’36 
Cædmon makes good use of the Old English poetic tendency to cluster names and 
epithets in his hymn: 
Nu sculen herigean heofonrices weard, 
meotodes meahte  and his modgeþanc, 
weorc wuldorfæder, swa he wundra gehwæs, 
ece drihten,   or onstealde. 
He ærest sceop  eorðan bearnum 
heofon to hrofe,   halig scyppend; 
þa middangeard  moncynnes weard, 
ece drihten,   æfter teode 
firum foldan,   frea ælmihitig.37 (CædW) 
 
                                                 
35 R. Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe: From Paganism to Christianity 371 - 1386 A.D. (London, 
1997), p. 7. 
36 G. H. Brown, 'Old English Verse as a Medium for Christian Theology' in Modes of Interpretation in 
Old English Literature, Phyllis Rugg Brown, et al. (eds.) (Toronto, 1986), pp. 15-28, p. 17. 
37 Italics within the text are mine. “Now shall we laud the Protector of the heavenly kingdom, the 
might of the Ruler and his mind, the work of the glorious Father, in that he of each miraculous thing, 
eternal Lord, made the beginning. He first created for the children of the earth heaven as roof, holy 
Creator; then middle-earth, Protector of mankind, eternal Lord. Afterwards he prepared the world for 
men, Lord almighty.” The most comprehensive and recent study of Cædmon’s Hymn is that of D. P. 
O'Donnell, 'Cædmon's Hymn' : a Multimedia Study, Archive and Edition (Woodbridge, 2005). 
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Cædmon’s Hymn, the first recorded piece of Old English poetry, tells of the creation 
of heaven and earth in a simple and straightforward manner. It gains complexity 
through its implicit interpretation of the relationship between maker and creation, 
and it does so, mainly, through the designations for God. Seven different terms name 
the Christian God. He is halig scyppend (holy Creator), wuldorfæder (glorious 
Father), meotod (Measurer, Ruler), frea ælmihtig (almighty Lord) and ece drihten 
(eternal Lord). He is the weard (Guardian) heofonrices (of the heavenly kingdom) 
and moncynnes (of mankind).  
The following story seems to be told by the designations: by creating for the 
children of the earth (eorðan bearnum), God is not only the Creator, but also the 
Father for these children. His authority, as made manifest in his act of creation, and 
directed towards the children of the earth in his parental role, designates him Lord 
and Ruler who, as the poet reminds us, is eternal and almighty. He has been from the 
moment of creation and will remain after the end of history. The power of creation 
itself is one of the great examples of his omnipotence. This Lord and Creator as 
Father has accepted responsibility for his creation and is its Guardian. At the same 
time, we find these designations as parts of paronomasia, as in lines 2 (meotod, 
meaht, mod) and 3 (weorc, wuldor, wundor). Others, such as ece drihten, would 
come to be widely used formulas. 
 
Indeed, similar clusters have offered themselves as suitable examples for 
Magoun’s work on Old English Oral-Formulaic Theory, and to this present day have 
been subject of a debate as to how much meaning should be attached to them.38 How 
interchangeable are designations for God in such clusters? How much meaning do 
                                                 
38 F. P. Magoun, 'The Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry', Speculum 28 
(1953): 446-67, repr. in Nicholson, L. E. (ed.) An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism, Notre Dame, IN, 
1963, pp. 189-221. 
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they carry, and how far should they be understood as lexical? Designations for the 
Christian God are at the centre of the meeting of Christian tradition and Old English 
poetic style. What can their usage within the poetry tell us about the theology 
employed? What can we learn through them about Old English poetic diction? What 
can the designations teach us about the minds who employed them? These are the 
questions which will be considered within the following study.  
 
Chapter two will lay the methodological and contextual foundation for this 
dissertation and introduce the two merging elements of Christian tradition and Old 
English poetic style. A section on the Christian tradition will briefly discuss the way 
in which Christianity was transferred from one culture to the next and how Christian 
content was translated into Old English. The emphasis in the discussion will be on 
the method of transfer rather than the content. The second part of the chapter will 
then describe in an equally brief format those elements of Old English poetic 
tradition which are of interest to this study. Both parts are designed to offer 
foundations for this examination and do not claim to be comprehensive. The third 
part of chapter two will then turn to the study of designations for God. An outline of 
previous studies in the field allows me to distinguish my own analysis from previous 
works and to acknowledge the debt I owe to preceding scholars. I will then introduce 
my own methodology.  
 
Chapter three sets out from what Crépin defined as ‘the central term’. It is 
deceptively easy to treat members of the same semantic field as synonymous. Indeed, 
I have translated both drihten and frea as Lord and meotod and wealdend as Ruler in 
my translation of Cædmon’s Hymn. But are they truly synonymous, or at least likely 
to have been treated as synonymous within the poetry? This study will look at the 
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semantic field of rulership/authority to discover how the terms for it should be 
treated – whether similarly or differently. Each member of this group is characterised 
individually, with a special discussion of cyning-extensions designating heaven.  
 
After the study of the central term, chapter four will concentrate on the theme. 
Names or designations, and especially their etymologies, can be used quite expressly 
to emphasize narrative themes. The opposition of God and Satan is the narrative 
expression of the theological concepts of good and bad, dark and light, the fight and 
salvation, but also more generally the body of Christ and its antitype, the corpus 
diaboli. This chapter will take the example of the Fall of the angels as a case study to 
illuminate the expression of doctrinal content through the designations used for God 
and Satan and the depiction of this first struggle. How much is the choice of 
designation within differing poetic narrations of the fall influenced by the theme of 
opposition and combat between God and Satan? What other elements are decisive for 
the choice of terminology? These are a few of the issues which will be considered in 
chapter four. 
 
The third and final case study will approach the questions of this thesis through 
the examination of a single text rather than through the investigation of a single 
theme or term in different texts. The analysis will be conducted as close reading, 
with an emphasis on typology as well as the diction of the poem.39  I have chosen a 
text for this study which clearly makes a conscious use of designations for God in 
Old English poetry: Christ I, also known as the Advent Lyrics. This set of lyrics 
comprises explorations of the ‘Great O’ Antiphons of the Advent. The ‘O’ Antiphons 
                                                 
39 The typology of designations for God is highly relevant for this study, and readings resulting from 
the typological interpretation will play an important part throughout this study. H. D. Lubac, Medieval 
Exegesis, trans. Mark Sebanc, 2 vols. (Edinburgh, 1959) is a good starting point if further background 
on the four senses of biblical exegesis is desired.  
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are best known in England today through the carol ‘O come, O come Emmanuel’. 
The first version which we have of the Latin antiphons is that attributed to Gregory 
the Great. The set is to be used from the 17th of December onwards until Christmas. 
The Old English poet uses these antiphons, especially the invocation by name at the 
beginning, and liberally expands on the meaning of the names. These meditations are 
direct evocations of the attributes of God expressed in the names evoked. The lyrics 
show the conscious use of individual designations and the awareness of, and play 
with, theological meaning and doctrinal background in the poem. They thus provide 
exceptional examples of the awareness of meaning which we can presume was also 
implicit in the other uses of designations for the Christian God.  
 
These studies will show that designations for God are far more than metrical 
or alliterative fillers. A preliminary look at Cædmon’s Hymn has already shown how 
the poet, while offering a fairly straightforward narrative in his main text, can use the 
designations as subtextual narrative or running commentary thereto. The web of 
associations which Old English poets like to weave using traditional formulaic 
elements in new places such as epithets or collocations should thus also be accepted 
and considered in a study of the ̉΄ ̀. Much can be learned concerning 
Anglo-Saxon faith and mind – but also about the poetic style and theological 
sophistication of the poets which has implications for the composition and reception  
of Old English poems – through a closer observance of these words which are so 
easily overlooked.  
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2. Language and Literature as Carriers of (Christian) 
Meaning 
 
 
The search for the meaning attached to designations for God requires an 
awareness of the traditions, both Latin and vernacular, from which these designations 
stem and calls for a consideration of the medium that was used to bring Christian 
content into the target culture. Christian and Old English literary traditions merge to 
develop into something new which was equally enriched by both. Needless to say, 
this was not a conscious and forced transformation, but a continuous evolution 
nurtured by many factors. Christian thought and Old English poetic diction constitute 
the two principal sources for the determination of possible meaning in the case of 
designations for God. They also comprise the two main fields from which the 
designations have been approached in the past and which have often been considered 
mutually exclusive. Sketches of both – the Christian tradition and the Old English 
poetic diction – will therefore serve as starting points for the discussion of 
designations for God in this thesis which will be introduced in the final part of this 
chapter.  
 
2.1. The Christian Tradition 
 
3 et apparuerunt illis dispertitae linguae tamquam ignis seditque supra 
singulos eorum 4 et repleti sunt omnes Spiritu Sancto et coeperunt 
loqui aliis linguis prout Spiritus Sanctus dabat eloqui illis.40 
 
When the apostles were told to spread the Word, it was the mastery of words 
that they received as the primary tool for their endeavours: an understanding of the 
                                                 
40 Acts 2:3-4. 3 And there appeared to them parted tongues, as it were of fire; and it sat upon every 
one of them. 4 And they were all filled with the Holy Ghost; and they began to speak with divers 
tongues, according as the Holy Ghost gave them to speak. 
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Scriptures and the message of Christ and an ability to transmit this understanding in 
any language necessary. This incident marked the first decisive turning-point in the 
missionary character of Christianity. The splinter group would thenceforth traverse 
language barriers to reach new cultural territories. Peter first saw the necessity for 
cultural adaptation in order to make Christian belief accessible to the Gentiles.41 
Attributes that had been fundamental to a regionalised religion might not work in a 
new cultural setting. During its early centuries in the Greco-Roman world, 
Christianity was translated into both languages and was influenced by the 
philosophical and intellectual milieu of the Greco-Roman world. The spreading 
religion would come to adopt ideas and terms from surrounding cultures.42  
Alongside the spreading of Christianity to the western part of the Roman 
Empire, a new form of Latin thus developed in the new western Christian 
communities. In her extension of the work of J. Schrijnen and his students, Christine 
Mohrmann has described how the socially and intellectually close-knit character of 
the Latin-speaking early Christian communities encouraged the development of a 
new variety of Latin.43 This variety was closely connected to the spoken vulgar 
Latin, but clearly distinguishable in many aspects of the semantic, lexical, 
morphological and syntactical make-up of the language. So-called ‘Christianisms’ 
could be identified in all these aspects - in both direct and indirect form. While direct 
                                                 
41 When Peter baptized the first Gentiles, he broke two Jewish laws. He baptized persons who were 
not part of God’s chosen people, and he ate unclean things with them. But he did both at the Lord’s 
command, which he had received before. Acts 10:10-15: 10 And, being hungry, he was desirous to 
taste somewhat. And, as they were preparing, there came upon him an ecstasy of mind. 11 And he saw 
the heaven opened and a certain vessel descending, as it were a great linen sheet let down by the four 
corners from heaven to the earth; 12 Wherein were all manner of four-footed beasts and creeping 
things of the earth and fowls of the air. 13 And there came a voice to him: Arise, Peter; kill and eat. 14 
But Peter said: Far be it from me; for I never did eat any thing that is common and unclean. 15 And 
the voice spoke to him again the second time: That which God hath cleansed, do not thou call 
common. 
42 See G. Vallée, The Shaping of Christianity: the History and Literature of its Formative Centuries 
(100-800) (New York, 1999), p. 22 for a discussion of this process.  
43 C. Mohrmann, 'Altchristliches Latein: Entstehung und Entwicklung der Theorie der Altchristlichen 
Sondersprache', Ævum 13 (1939): 339-54, repr. in C. Mohrman, Études sur le Latin des Chrétiens 
Vol.1, Rome, 1958, pp. 3-19. While the extent of this change and the formation of a Sondersprache is 
disputed, it is the principle of Mohrmann’s argument which is used here.  
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Christianisms can be expected since these express explicitly Christian content, 
indirect Christianisms provide the proof for a distinctive language variety for 
Mohrmann, an Altchristliche Sondersprache. No matter how far one accepts 
Mohrmann’s arguments for a Sondersprache, enough evidence remains to suggest 
the deep impact which the new faith had on individual lives and communities during 
the centuries of persecution, and so it is not surprising that the new faith also shaped 
their language. 
 
On s’est demandé qui ont été les vrais créateurs de cet idiome des 
chrétiens et on a pensé aux anciens traducteurs de la Bible, aux 
missionnaires qui prêchaient le christianisme dans les villes de 
l’Occident. Certainement ils ont été responsables de maint 
néologismes et de beaucoup d’emprunts, mais les vrais créateurs de la 
langue spéciale comme telle, c’étaient les membres des communautés 
chrétiennes, c’étaient les gens simples qui adoptaient la foi nouvelle, 
qui se solidarisaient dans leurs communautés, tout en se mettant en 
garde contre un monde qui leur était peu favorable.44 
 
Even though her concept of the Sondersprache has been controversial, Mohrmann’s 
ideas regarding the persecuted Early Christian communities are relevant as a  
possible analogue for the transfer of the Christian faith into any language group, 
including that of Old English. The Christianisation of Latin had not been solely 
brought about by individual translators and missionaries, but had developed 
gradually as the religion itself became imbedded in the new culture. One should, 
however, bear in mind that the conditions under which Christianity reached Anglo-
Saxon England and the Roman Empire were fundamentally different. Whereas 
Anglo-Saxon England was confronted with an established faith, early Christianity in 
                                                 
44 C. Mohrmann, 'Quelques traits caractéristiques du Latin des Chrétiens', Miscellanea Giovanni 
Mercati 1 (1956), repr. in C. Mohrmann, Études sur le Latin des Chrétiens Vol.1, Rome, 1958, pp. 
21-50, p. 50. ‘One has asked who had been the true creators of this Christian idiom, and thought of the 
old translators of the Bible, the missionaries who preached Christianity in the towns of the Occident. 
Certainly, they were responsible for some neologisms and many coinings, but the true creators of the 
Sondersprache as such had been the members of the Christian communities, the simple people who 
had adopted the new faith, who grouped together in their communities, entirely guarding against a 
world which was little favourable towards them.‘ 
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the Roman Empire was at first still the persecuted splinter group it had been since its 
beginnings.  
 
2.1.1. The ‘Romanisation’ of Christianity45 
 
 
The evolution which had led from the persecuted sect to the established 
religion that was finally embraced by the Anglo-Saxon peoples is still visible in the 
designations for God used by Cædmon and in the poems of the four main late Anglo-
Saxon anthologies of Old English poetry. The axes of the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ and 
‘Roman’ and the religious and secular should not be understood as separate – both 
simply provide different planes for the same phenomenon. 
  
The evolution of a Romanised Christian faith and church began with the 
acceptance of Christianity by Constantine the Great and the emergence of a new 
Christian identity. The former sect had become part of the ‘establishment’, as 
Richard Fletcher phrases it.46 The Christian Church was now not only an accepted 
religion, but had suddenly come to be associated with the elite within a system which 
was, above all, distinctly Roman. In the redefinition of identity, the Roman state and 
the Christian Church interacted and evolved through each other. Thus Christianity  
 
inherited a set of institutions ready-made, conformed to a social and 
political structure which had developed over a long period, and learned to 
live with a culture which it had little part in creating.47  
                                                 
45 It should be borne in mind that this excursion into the historical context of the transfer of 
Christianity is for demonstrative purposes only and should be understood in its supporting function 
alone.  
46 R. Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe: From Paganism to Christianity 371 - 1386 A.D. (London, 
1997). 
47 R. A. Markus, 'From Rome to the Barbarian Kingdoms (330-700)' in Oxford Illustrated History of 
Christianity, J. McManners (ed.) (Oxford, 1990), pp. 62-91, p. 62. 
2.1.1. The ‘Romanisation’ of Christianity 
 24 
One of the consequences of this complex and reciprocal interrelation was that 
Romanitas and Christianitas, in the words of Fletcher, became ‘co-terminous’.48 
Being a Roman would imply being a Christian and vice versa. Christianity at first 
adjusted its geographical boundaries to those of the Roman Empire. Missionary 
interest outside these boundaries was not part of Christianitas at this point.49 
Nonetheless, singular pockets of Christianity did exist outside the limes of the 
Empire. Their existence, however, was largely due to accidental circumstances, not 
to a planned expansion of the Christian world. Slaves, deported from their home 
within the Empire, would take their faith with them and might convert a small 
number of their new masters. Trading settlements and diplomatic contacts would 
introduce members of other peoples to the faith. Veterans from the Roman army, 
converted in service, would bring their new religion to their home country, as Roman 
spouses would do in cross-frontier marriages. Christian communities outside the 
limes would remain the exception, however.  
The new identification of Roman state and Christian Church also called for a 
new role for the Roman Empire in the Christian view of the world. Fletcher explains 
how the Empire, through the works of Church Fathers such as Origen and Eusebius, 
could gradually be understood by some as part of divine providence, as an aid to the 
apostolic mission.50 The break-up of the Roman Empire would eventually see – in 
the West – the geographical boundaries of the state separated from those of the 
Church. Due to a process which Robert Markus has called ‘de-secularisation’ and 
which culminated in the time of Gregory the Great, the western Christian Church 
                                                 
48 Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe, p. 25. 
49 Ibid. on this point and the following. 
50 Ibid., pp. 23-24. 
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shifted the balance from the Church as imbedded in state to a view of the world in 
which nothing was distinct from it:51  
 
This is not simply the gradual collapse of ‘secular’ culture and 
institutions; nor is it, as it is often made to appear, the progressively 
wider and deeper ‘Christianisation’ of Roman society and culture. 
Accompanying these there was something else, a change in the nature of 
Christianity itself: a contraction in the scope that Christianity, or, more 
precisely, its educated clerical representatives and officials, allowed to be 
the ‘secular’.52 
 
2.1.2. Christianizing Anglo-Saxon England 
 
When Romanised Christianity, embodying the literate and Latinate heritage of 
Roman culture, reached Anglo-Saxon England with the Gregorian mission in AD 
597, assimilation was again necessary. By this time, the Roman dimension had come 
to be recognised as an ingredient of Christian identity. The changes that had to be 
made by the missionaries were twofold. The methodology of spreading Christianity 
in such new circumstances had to be considered and the practice and content of 
Christian teaching had to be adapted to its new cultural surroundings. This is 
especially visible in two letters purported to be written by Pope Gregory the Great, 
sent to King Æthelberht and Augustine of Canterbury in rapid succession. Gregory 
urged the king to overthrow pagan buildings and shrines. The letter to Augustine, 
however, asks him to throw out pagan idols, but to reuse and sanctify the shrines 
with holy water. The reasons for this change of mind are elucidated in the message to 
Augustine sent in a letter to Abbot Mellitus. 
 
Nam duris mentibus simul omnia abscidere inpossibile esse non 
dubium est, quia et is, qui summum locum ascendere nititur, gradibus 
uel passibus, non autem saltibus eleuatur. Sic Israhelitico populo in 
Aegypto Dominus se quidem innotuit; sed tamen eis sacrificiorum 
                                                 
51 For a thorough study of this highly complex and delicate process, see R. A. Markus, The End of 
Ancient Christianity (Cambridge, 1990). 
52 Ibid., p. 16. 
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usus, quae diabolo solebat exhibere, in culto proprio reseruauit, ut eis 
in suo sacrificio animalia immolare praeciperet; quatinus cor mutantes 
aliud de sacrificio amitterent, aliud retinerent: ut etsi ipsa essent 
animalia quae offerre consueuerant, uero tamen Deo haec et non idolis 
immolantes, iam / sacrificia ipsa non essent.53  
 
Richard Gameson explains this later deviation from common practice as Gregory’s 
realization that ‘enforcement of orthodox Christianity by state compulsion’ was not 
feasible under the new circumstances.54  
The Anglo-Saxon conversion was first of all a conversion of kings. As 
Gameson points out, conversion ‘was from the point of view of an Anglo-Saxon king 
equally if not more a matter of culture, tradition, and family, not to mention power 
and politics.’55 Embracing the Christian faith meant becoming the member of a 
network that extended across a large part of the former Roman Empire. It meant 
powerful allies and advantages in trade as much as the guardianship of a new and 
powerful God. If, however, Christianity was accepted too quickly, it could result in a 
loss of support within the convert’s own court and family, as Rædwald was to 
discover. The more powerful a king, the more pressure he could put on his subjects 
to accept his choice and follow him in this decision.56 Forcing subjected rulers into 
the new faith would strengthen the power the superior lord had over them. Along 
                                                 
53 HE I:30 ‘It is doubtless impossible to cut out everything at once from their stubborn minds: just as 
the man who is attempting to climb to the highest place, rises by steps and degrees and not by leaps. 
Thus the Lord made Himself known to the Israelites in Egypt; yet he preserved in his own worship the 
forms of sacrifice which they were accustomed to offer to the Devil and commanded them to kill 
animals when sacrificing to him. So with changed hearts, they were to put away one part of the 
sacrifice and retain the other, even though they were the same animals as they were in the habit of 
offering, yet they were not the same sacrifices.’ Bede, Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English 
People, ed. Bertram Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford, 1969), pp. 108-
09. 
54 R. Gameson, 'Augustine of Canterbury: Context and Achievement' in St. Augustine and the 
Conversion of England, R. Gameson (ed.) (Thrupp, 1999), pp. 1-40, p. 32. 
55 Gameson, 'Augustine of Canterbury', p. 19. 
56 See Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe, pp. 118-21 for a more complex discussion of the 
conversions of Æthelberht and Edwin in this respect. 
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with the new faith would come a certain patina of Romanitas embedded into the 
existing political culture.57  
 
And of course, Christianity was itself transformed in this processes. To name 
but one example: in an agrarian warrior society such as that of the Anglo-Saxon 
kingdoms, there was no network of cities to establish a hierarchical system 
corresponding to the Roman system of provincial organization and administration 
that had provided the outline for the diocesan structure. Even though some bishoprics 
were established in cities such as Canterbury and London, other bishops would be 
associated with a people rather than a location. Henry Mayr-Harting explains that 
Cedd, for instance, ‘was not the bishop of a place but simply bishop of the East-
Saxons’.58  
Furthermore, in order for the missionaries and converts to climb Gregory’s 
mountain by steps and degrees, the Christian God would have to fulfil the 
expectations of the new culture in order to convince its members to truly accept the 
new faith. The Anglo-Saxons were a warrior society and expected a deity to protect 
and support his followers in the present life as well as in the next. A self-sacrificing 
saviour, for example, would indeed have been an alien concept to them. This kind of 
symbolic dissonance between a Romanised Christianity and Anglo-Saxon culture 
had to be bridged. The Old English designations for God bear witness to this 
transformation. Above all, the Christian God would have to be powerful and 
victorious in order to be accepted in this context. At the same time, the new God 
                                                 
57 In the case of Æthelberht, we can cite his law code as an example. This first written code (in 
English), fashioned (vaguely) after the ‘Roman Custom’, was created with the help of Augustine. 
Even though there does not exist such a clear example for the case of Edwin, R. Fletcher reminds us 
of more subtle associations of this king with the Roman ways. Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe, 
pp. 120-21. 
58 H. Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1972), p. 100. 
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could not be placed among an existing pantheon of pagan deities, as some had tried, 
but demanded exclusive worship.59 
 
2.1.3. Christian Doctrine and Old English Poetry 
 
The conversion to Christianity could have a wide variety of motives, not all 
of them religious. In order to permanently establish the Christian faith, it had to be 
truly accepted, embraced through persuasion of its teaching and belief. In order to be 
understood, however, the words used to persuade would have to be in the vernacular, 
in a language that did not yet have any phrasing for the new concepts that were to be 
taught. Similar to the creation of an Altchristliche Sondersprache in Latin, as 
described by Christine Mohrmann and discussed above, the gradual process of the 
shaping of a Christian language within the vernacular would have to begin with the 
most basic terms.60 It might have been accompanied by translations of those texts 
that were, as Walter Haug argues for the Frankish parallel, ‘essential for the 
conversion of the broad mass of the population to Christianity.’61 It seems likely that, 
as in the case of Latin before, the coining of this new language would not have been 
imposed by one or even a few, but would have grown gradually within the Christian 
                                                 
59 I am here relating to Bede’s account of Rædwald’s conversion and partial relapse, which Bede 
criticises strongly. ‘Et quidem pater eius Reduald iamdudum in Cantia sacramentis Christianae fidei 
inbutus est, sed frustra; nam rediens domum ab uxore sua et quibusdam peruersis doctoribus seductus 
est, atque a sinceritate fidei deprauatus habuit posteriora peiora prioribus, ita ut in morem antiquorum 
Samaritanorum et Christo seruire uideretur et diis, quibus antea seruiebat, atque in eodem fano et 
altare haberet ad sacrificium Christi et arulam ad uictimas daemoniorum..’ (II, 15) ‘Indeed his father 
Rædwald had long before been initiated into the mysteries of the Christian faith in Kent, but in vain; 
for on his return home, he was seduced by his wife and by certain evil teachers and perverted from the 
sincerity of his faith, so that his last state was worse than his first. After the manner of the ancient 
Samaritans, he seemed to be serving both Christ and the gods whom he had previously served; in the 
same temple he had one altar for the Christian sacrifice and another small altar on which to offer 
victims to the devils.’ Bede, Ecclesiastical History, pp. 188-91. 
60 This process remains valid, even if one does not accept the theory of the ‘Altchristliche 
Sondersprache’ to its full extent. The degree to which Latin was ‘Christianised’ is not as important in 
this respect as the fact that Christianity had an impact on the language at all. Not the extent to which a 
language is changed is relevant here, but the way in which this change is brought about. 
61 W. Haug, Vernacular Literary Theory in the Middle Ages: The German Tradition, 800-1300, in its 
European Context (Cambridge, 1997), p. 27. These texts included vernacular versions of the Lord’s 
Prayer and the Creed, for example. 
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communities. In the coining of direct Latin Christianisms, Mohrmann observes a 
clear distinction between terms for imported institutions, hierarchy and ‘things’ on 
the one hand, and abstract concepts on the other. The thing and its term had entered 
the Latinate community simultaneously, and the people, Mohrmann explains, not 
distinguishing between thing and name, would adopt the Greek term.62 The same 
procedure does not apply for abstract concepts, however. 
 
Un mot étranger suffisait pour designer des choses plus ou moins 
concrètes, mais dès le moment qu’il y est question des vérités de la 
foi, de la doctrine chrétienne et de choses touchant le coeur, la langue 
étrangère reste en défaut et c’est la langue maternelle qui entre en 
scène.63 
 
 
Designations for the Christian God touch on the most intimate and 
simultaneously most abstract of concepts – the relationship between believer and 
God, and the principle described by Mohrmann applies in the case of Old English as 
well. Apart from the word Crist, all designations which occur in the Old English 
poetic corpus are derived from preexisting Old English terminology.64 Suitable 
existing words seem to have been expanded by the addition of a Christian meaning to 
existing pagan or secular terminology. This was usually an extension of the former 
meaning, and rudiments of that meaning would remain while the Christian terms 
became more familiar in this new context.65 Fred C. Robinson gives a number of 
examples for such extensions: Meotod, for example, took on the new Christian 
meaning ‘ruler’ while still retaining the connotation ‘fate’ and ‘measurer’ 
simultaneously. The Christian God, after all, was the ruler of fate. Other terms were 
                                                 
62 Mohrmann, ‘Quelques traits,’ pp. 22-23. 
63 ‘A foreign word suffices to designate things more or less concrete. However, from the moment from 
which it is a question of truths of the faith, of Christian doctrine or things that touch the heart, the 
foreign language falls short, and the mother tongue enters the scene.’ Ibid. p. 23. 
64 The rare occurrence of a Latin name, such as lucis auctor (Author of light) in l. 667 of The Phoenix 
is due to wordplay and should not be considered in this respect.   
65 For a longer discussion of this view, see F. C. Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style 
(Knoxville, TN, 1985), pp. 30-31, where he distinguishes between the pre- and post-Cædmonian 
meaning of individual words. 
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simply translated into the vernacular, thus forming new compounds with existing 
elements.66 As the terms were translated they came to constitute a new whole which 
had been created from separate pools of meaning. In a similar way, the literature was 
also transformed.  
 
When the first religious texts were translated for teaching purposes into the 
vernacular, Old English was still considered an inferior language compared to the 
sacred languages of Hebrew, Greek and Latin. As discussed before, times had 
changed since the introduction of Christianity into Latin culture, or even since Ulfila 
had chosen to translate the Bible directly into Gothic. During the first century after 
the conversion of the Irish, Fletcher notes a reluctance ‘to translate sacred texts into 
the vernacular and write them down’, inferred from a lack of extant texts, which was 
subsequently overcome.67 The Irish did not have a Romanised culture. Language, 
literature and society differed entirely from those intrinsically linked to the Roman 
Church. The self-consciousness of a vernacular Church within the Latin-speaking 
Church still had to develop. The articulation of this consciousness in the Old 
English-speaking world can be witnessed in Alfred’s endeavours of the late ninth 
century to bring learning back to his country – in the vernacular. Alfred addresses the 
question of a Latinate Christianity in his Preface to the Pastoral Care and finds an 
argument for the use of Old English as vehicle of learning: 
 
Ða ic þa ðis eall gemunde, þa wundrode ic swiðe swiðe þara godena 
witena þe giu wæron geond Angelcynn, ond þa bec befullan ealla 
geleornod hæfdon, þæt hi hiora þa nanne dæl noldon on hiora ægen 
geðiode wendan. Ac ic þa sona eft me selfum andwyrde & cwæð: Hie 
ne wendon þætte æfre men sceoldeon swæ reccelease weorðan & sio 
lar swa oðfeallan; for ðære wilnunga hi hit forleton, & woldon ðæt her 
                                                 
66 This would include compounds such as godbearn (Child of god), wuldorcyning (glorious King, 
King of glory), or word groups such as halig gæst (holy Ghost), for example.  
67 Fletcher, The Conversion of Europe, p. 88. It should, however, be borne in mind that Irish also 
provides the earliest example of written vernacular in the Würzburg Glosses.  
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þy mara wisdom on londe wære ðy we ma geðioda cuðon. Ða 
gemunde ic hu sio æ wæs ærest on Ebrisc geðiode funden, & eft, þa þa 
hie Crecas geleornodon, þa wendon hi hie on hiora ægen geðiode 
ealle, & eac ealle oðre bec. And eft, Læden ware swæ same, siððan hi 
hie geleornodon, hi hie wendon ealla ðurh wise weahlstodas on hiora 
agen geðeode. & eac ealla oðra Cristena ðioda sumne dæl hiora on 
hiora agen geðiode wendon.68 
 
King Alfred, looking back at the ‘Golden Age’ of the seventh century and with a 
role-model in Charlemagne, understood that a powerful and militarily successful 
people would invariably have to be an educated one. Next to the military and 
economic reforms, he thus embarked on the education of his people, a first symptom 
of a continual royal interest and activity in the intellectual and ecclesiastical reform 
which would set the foundation for the Benedictine reform in the late tenth century.69 
A major part of Alfred’s reform was the translation of books which he judged to be 
important into English in order to make knowledge accessible to those illiterate in 
Latin:  
 
For ðy me ðyncð betre, gif iow swæ ðyncð, ðæt we eac sumæ bec, ða ðe 
niedbeðearfosta sien eallum monnum to wiotonne, ðæt we ða on ðæt 
geðiode wenden ðe we ealle gecnawan mægen, & gedon, swæ we swiðe 
eaðe magon mid Godes fultume, gif we þa stilnesse habbað, ðætte eal sio 
gioguð þe nu is on Angelkynne friora monna, þara þe þa speda hæbben 
þæt hie ðæm befeolan mægen, sien to leornunga oðfæste, þa hwile þe hi 
                                                 
68 Preface to King Alfred’s Version of the Pastoral Care (Cotton MSS). Alfred, King Alfred's West-
Saxon Version of Gregory's Pastoral Care, ed. Henry Sweet, EETS 45-50, 2 vols. (London, 1871), 
repr. 1958, pp. 4-6. ‘When I reflected on all this, I wondered exceedingly why the good, wise men 
who were formerly found throughout England and had thoroughly studied all those books, did not 
wish to translate any part of them into their own language. But I immediately answered myself and 
said: ‘They did not think that men would ever become so careless and that learning would decay like 
this; they refrained from doing it through this resolve, namely they wished that the more languages we 
knew, the greater would be the wisdom in this land.’ Then I recalled how the Law was first composed 
in the Hebrew language, and thereafter, when the Greeks learned it, they translated it all into their own 
language, and all other books as well. And so too the Romans, after they had mastered them, 
translated them through learned interpreters into their own language. Similarly, all the other Christian 
peoples turned some part of them into their own language.’ S. Keynes and M. Lapidge, Alfred the 
Great : Asser's Life of King Alfred and other Contemporary Sources (Harmondsworth, 1983), pp. 
125-26. 
69 D. N. Dumville argues for a ‘causal connexion between the reform-programme stated and initiated 
by Alfred, king of Wessex, in the late decades of the ninth century and the Benedictine reform-
movement which swept the English Church’. See D. N. Dumville, 'King Alfred and the Tenth-Century 
Reform of the English Church' in Wessex and England from Alfred to Edgar, D.N. Dumville (ed.) 
(Woodbridge, 1992), pp. 185-205, p. 185.  
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to nanre oðerre note ne mægen oð ðone first þe hie wel cunnen Englisc 
gewrit arædan: lære mon siððan furður on Læden geðeode þa þe mon 
furðor læran wille &to hierran hade don wille.70 
 
The books which were ‘most necessary for all men to know’ were Gregory’s Cura 
Pastoralis, in the preface to which we find the last two citations, Boethius’s De 
Consolatione Philosophiae, St. Augustine’s Soliloquiae, and the first fifty psalms of 
the Psalter. Contemporary with these (part of the scheme, though not as closely 
linked to Alfred) were the renderings of the following into English: Gregory’s 
Dialogi, Orosius’s VIII libri historiarum adversus paganos and Bede’s Historia 
Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum. 
Walter Haug describes a similar process for Old High German, for which this 
phenomenon has been discussed in much more detail than the Old English 
equivalent. The corpus of Old High German model translations of important 
Christian texts (including Isidore of Seville’s De fide catholica) marked the 
beginning of a new phase.71 These texts signify a change in motivation for Old High 
German renderings. While the Lord’s Prayer and others had at first been translated 
for pedagogical purposes, a second wave of translations was apparently intended to 
raise German to an equal rank ‘as a medium for the Word of God and a vehicle for 
the theological and philosophical tradition.’72 Tendencies to imitate monastic life and 
intellectuality within the lay communities here fashioned a need for more extensive 
vernacular narrations of biblical and Christian content.  
                                                 
70 Alfred, Pastoral Care, p. 6: Therefore it seems better to me – if it seems so to you – that we too 
should turn into the language that we can all understand certain books which are the most necessary 
for all men to know, and accomplish this, as with God’s help we may very easily do provided we have 
peace enough, so that all the free-born young men now in England who have the means to apply 
themselves to it, may be set to learning (as long as they are not useful for some other employment) 
until the time that they can read English writings properly. Thereafter one may instruct in Latin those 
whom one wishes to teach further and wishes to advance to holy orders.’  Keynes and Lapidge, Alfred 
the Great, p. 28. 
71 Haug, Vernacular Literary Theory . 
72 Ibid., p. 28. 
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Vernacular narration would also bring Christianity closer to newly converted 
peoples and make it more understandable. The focal group of these new endeavours 
were illiterati – those newly converted or already further along the path of 
Christianisation. Serving this need were vernacular biblical poetic epics, foremost 
Heliand and Genesis in the OHG context. Parallels to these in Old English are of 
course the great Old Testament epics, such as Genesis A and Exodus. All these 
poems adapt Christian content to their vernacular setting by writing in the vernacular 
and by following the Germanic poetic tradition. They also embed the narrative 
content into the Germanic poetic style.73 Discussing the OHG poems, Haug sees the 
development of a growing German cultural consciousness. In a letter to Liutbert, 
Archbishop of Cologne, Otfried von Weissenburg gave two main reasons for the 
composition of his Evangelienbuch in Old High German.74 The first is already 
familiar to us: he wished to make the Word accessible to those unfamiliar with Latin 
and enable them to praise God in their own language. Secondly, he wanted to make 
Christianity part of the vernacular culture. Christian epics should take the place of 
pagan songs that were still distracting monks from their holy way of life. This 
argument also applies to the Old English parallel. Biblical epic poetry designed for 
this purpose was not a Germanic invention:  
 
Schon einmal, in den Frühzeiten des Christentums, in anderem 
Sprachgewand, hatte – wie einer der Autoren, Juvencus (um 325) war 
es, schrieb – das „göttliche Gesetz“ den „Schmuck menschlichen 
Ausdrucks“ angenommen, war das Wort Gottes Dichtung, sacra 
poesis („heilige Dichtung“), geworden. Formal an der Dichtung der 
römischen Klassik, an Vergil, Ovid und Lukan orientiert, befriedigte 
die spätantike lateinische Bibelepik in der Poetisierung der heiligen 
                                                 
73 In case of the former, J. K. Bostock writes ‘The Heliand is usually held to have been designed to 
make the Christian religion more easily acceptable to the Saxons, who were newly and reluctantly 
converted or even still unconverted. The author not only used the traditional Germanic alliterative 
verse and worked in familiar formal phrases of the worldly epic style, but, as far as possible, he 
adapted the Gospel narrative and the oriental milieu to Germanic conditions and taste.’ J. A. Bostock, 
A Handbook of Old High German Literature, 2nd ed. ed. (Oxford, 1976), p. 169. 
74 See Haug, Vernacular Literary Theory, pp. 31-39 for an in-depth discussion of Otfried von 
Weissenburg’s motivation. 
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Geschichte den Geschmack eines gebildeten Publikums, zugleich aber 
ersetzte der christliche Epiker die anstößigen Stoffe heidnischer 
Mythologie und Heldensage durch die Botschaft des Heils, erfüllte er 
die bloß formale heidnische Poesie mit dem Inhalt gültiger 
Wahrheit.75 
 
 
A look at the Latin Christian epic shows that this poetry does not represent a 
diminished form of the traditional poetry. As Michael Roberts points out, the Latin 
Christian poets (such as Caelius Sedulius, Juvencus, Arator, or Prudentius) had made 
full use of the charm of poetry (the dulce) to further the Christian faith (the utile).76 
Form and content blend together, as ‘Christian writers begin to develop their own 
poetic idiom, formed after the criteria of pagan epic, but of specifically Christian 
content.’77  
 
Moving back to the Old English corpus, Roberta Frank observes that the 
composition of vernacular poetry with biblical content was a process of re-creation in 
a new context of thought, not of simple translation into a new language.78 Old 
English poetry – and in it designations for God – provided a suitable vehicle for the 
integration of Christian teaching into Anglo-Saxon culture. As a meeting-point of 
vernacular and Christian style and thought, it enabled Christianity to permeate 
Anglo-Saxon cultural tradition instead of being superimposed upon it. Peter Clemoes 
                                                 
75 W. Haubrichs, Geschichte der deutschen Literatur von den Anfängen bis zum Beginn der Neuzeit: 
Die Anfänge: Versuche volksprachiger Schriftlichkeit im frühen Mittelalter, vol. 1 (Tübingen, 1995), 
p. 260. ‘Once before, in the early period of Christianity, in another language, the ‘divine law’ had 
taken on the ‘ornament of human expression’, as one of the authors, Juvencus (c. 325), wrote. The 
word of God had become poetry, sacra poesis (‘holy poetry’). Formally orientated along the poetry of 
the Roman classics, such as Virgil, Ovid and Lucan, the late-antique bible epic satisfied the educated 
audience through the poetised version of the holy story. Simultaneously, the Christian epic writer 
exchanged the inappropriate content of pagan mythology and heroic legend for the message of 
salvation with the content of valid truth.’ 
76 See M. Roberts, Biblical Epic and Rhetorical Paraphrase in Late Antiquity, ARCA (Liverpool, 
1985), p. 222. 
77 Roberts, Biblical Epic, p. 222 
78 ‘The practitioners of Anglo-Saxon biblical poetry often appear similarly intent not just on 
recapitulating the contents of a given text but on re-creating, rediscovering in English terms, some of 
the traditional theological assumptions underlying the Scriptures.’ R. Frank, 'Some Uses of 
Paronomasia in Old English Scriptural Verse', Speculum 47 (1972): 207-26, p. 211. 
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has described the marriage of Christian content and Old English poetic diction as 
follows: 
 
From now on Christian revelation joined forces with the potentials 
which Old English poetry customarily recognized – Christian 
explicitness with the implicitness traditional to poetry’s symbolic 
language.79 
 
The Christian literary tradition, by nature largely explicit, provides spiritual 
wealth in explained parables and analogies, as Clemoes describes.80 The Christian 
vernacular poet had to adapt the traditionally oral language of his medium, full of 
implied natural imagery and deeply rooted in the physical world and social behaviour 
in order to articulate entities from a spiritual plane. He did so by expanding 
conventional Latin symbolism into a wealth of natural imagery in order to signify 
spiritual truths and thus link the physical and explicit narrative to a spiritual and 
implicit one. And again, one of his tools to do so was the use of designations for 
God. The implicitness that Clemoes mentioned is due to the nature of Old English 
poetic diction, to its multiple levels and modular character. Its formulaic nature, its 
use of repetition and variation, the rich lexical complexity offered by word-formation 
through compounding – all these features add to the power of designations for God 
by enabling the transfer and accumulation of meaning beyond their individual 
lexicality.  
 
 
                                                 
79 P. Clemoes, Interactions of Thought and Language in Old English Poetry, CSASE 12 (Cambridge, 
1995), p. 233. 
80 For an in-depth treatment of this and the following arguments, see Ibid. , especially the chapter on 
‘Poetic narrative in a Christian world’. 
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2.2. Old English Poetic Diction as Means to Generate 
Meaning 
 
That Old English poetry is highly formulaic is by now a well accepted fact. 
What this may imply and how exactly this is to be understood, though, has been the 
subject of many discussions over the last forty years of research. The study of the 
oral-formulaic tradition embedded in Old English poetry was triggered by Francis P. 
Magoun when he transferred Milman Parry’s and Albert Bates Lord’s theory of oral 
composition regarding Homer and the contemporary Yugoslav poets to Old English 
poetry.81 Magoun defined the Old English formula as a compositional unit derived 
from a common poetic heritage which would allow the singer to express all ideas that 
might be needed for the telling of his story. His definition, however, depended on 
verbatim repetition and portrayed the formula as a static tool. Magoun thought of Old 
English poetry in general as oral compositions and understood the formula as a 
ready-made element, chosen solely for metrical purposes. Most designations for God 
in Old English poetry are considered to be highly formulaic. As this study will 
primarily analyse the meaning and use of these, the question of their semantic value 
in usage, largely denied by Magoun, is of greatest importance for this purpose. The 
next two sections will therefore examine the formula and the formulaic in more 
detail, alongside other stylistic features which are relevant to this study (i.e. 
appositions, repetitions).82 
                                                 
81 F. P. Magoun, 'The Oral-Formulaic Character of Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry', Speculum 28 
(1953): 446-67, repr. in Nicholson, L. E. (ed.) An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism, Notre Dame, IN, 
1963, pp. 189-221. Albert B. Lord himself joined the discussion of the Old English formula and 
published The Singer of Tales (London, 1960). 
82 This survey aims to offer an introduction to those topics which are of interest to the study of 
designations for God. For an overview on the study of Oral Formulaic Theory see: J. M. Foley, The 
Theory of Oral Composition: History and Methodology (Bloomington, IN, 1988) and A. Orchard, 
'Oral Tradition' in Reading Old English Texts, Katherine O'Brien O'Keeffe (ed.) (Cambridge, 1997), 
pp. 101-23. 
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2.2.1. Old English Poetry and the Formula 
 
  
Magoun’s article triggered a fierce debate and a search for a definition of the 
formula which is ongoing. Ann Chalmers Watts was among the first to point out 
weaknesses in Magoun’s theory, even if the question of the precise definition were 
left aside.83 Just like Magoun, Chalmers Watts used Beowulf as basic text when she 
demonstrated that the Old English example lacks the scope and thrift of the Homeric 
compositions of Perry’s first studies, but exhibits a strong tendency for variety.  
One of these devices which were prominent in the comparison of the Homeric 
formula and the Old English one – the epithet – has been discussed in detail by 
William Whallon. Homeric heroic epithets, he claims, are ‘true to individual 
character but indifferently appropriate to context.’ 84 An individual hero may have a 
range of different epithets attached to him, serving different metrical purposes, but 
these will never be shared by another hero. The poet could therefore use any epithet 
regardless of context in order to fit the hero into a certain metrical environment. The 
epithets for the heroes of Beowulf, however, ‘are true to generic character but 
significantly appropriate to context.’85 While the main characters might have a few 
individual epithets, such as sunu Ecgtheowes for Beowulf himself, most epithets are 
instead connected to characteristics or situations and shared by all to whom they 
apply in the appropriate context. In some cases, a shift in epithets might even 
illustrate a shift in roles of the characters. Fred C. Robinson points out one such shift  
in the case of Hrothgar, Beowulf and Wiglaf.86 Beowulf takes on the epithets 
                                                 
83 A. C. Watts, The Lyre and the Harp: a Comparative Reconsideration of Oral Tradition in Homer 
and Old English Epic Poetry, Yale Studies in English. v.169 (New Haven, 1969) 
84 W. Whallon, 'Formulas for Heroes in the Illiad and in Beowulf', MP 63 (1965): 95-104, p. 96. 
85 Whallon, 'Formulas for Heroes in the Illiad and in Beowulf', p. 96. 
86 Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style, p. 24. 
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previously given to Hrothgar, while Wiglaf is described by epithets used for Beowulf 
in the early part of the poem. As this example from Beowulf suggests, the choice of 
an epithet in Old English poetry thus appears to have required a certain degree of 
pre-meditation. The tendency for variety and ornamentation in the formulaic style 
and the choice of epithets points away from the thrift, which seems characteristic to 
the Homeric poems. A new definition of the formula was therefore necessary.  
 
Larry D. Benson approached the discussion of Magoun’s claims from a 
different angle.87 He analysed, among other poems, the Preface to the Pastoral Care 
and the Metres of Boethius. In demonstrating the highly formulaic style of these 
undoubtedly literate poems, Benson reversed Magoun’s argument of the formulaic as 
proof for the entirely oral nature of the Old English formula. He showed that it is a 
‘demonstrable fact’ that the authors of the above mentioned literate poems used a 
formulaic style.88 According to Benson, the choice of phrasing was no longer guided 
by the demands of metre alone. A phrase was chosen because it was appropriate. The 
Metres of Boethius are, Benson said, ‘part of a poetic diction that is clearly oral in 
origin but that is now just as clearly a literary convention.’89 
Anglo-Saxon scribes transmitting Old English poetry seem to have been aware 
of the formulaic nature of their poetic tradition as Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe 
showed in her chapter on the orality of Cædmon’s Hymn, the poem which has 
already been quoted in the introduction to this thesis.90 Bede included it in his 
Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum as an illustration for his account of 
                                                 
87 L. D. Benson, 'The Literary Character of Anglo-Saxon Formulaic Poetry', PMLA 81 (1966): 334-41. 
88 Ibid., p. 334. 
89 Benson, 'The Literary Character', p. 339. 
90 ‘Orality and the Developing Text of Cædmon’s Hymn’ in K. O'Brien O'Keeffe, Visible Song: 
Transitional Literacy in Old English Verse, CSASE 4 (Cambridge, 1990). This chapter was developed 
from an earlier article:K. O'Brien O'Keeffe, 'Orality and the Developing Text of Caedmon's Hymn', 
Speculum 62:1 (1987): 1-20. 
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Cædmon’s miraculous gift for Old English religious poetry.91 Katherine O’Brien 
O’Keeffe analysed the fourteen manuscripts produced in England from the eighth 
through to the twelfth century in which the Hymn can be found. O’Brien O’Keeffe 
analysed the material from the point of reception. She observed two main differences 
between the Old English versions and the Latin paraphrases of the text. Firstly, all 
Latin paraphrases show extra-linguistic markers, such as the setting of the text in 
metrical lines, punctuation or capitals as visual cues for the reading process. None of 
the Old English variants show any consistency in the use of such aids. Neither do any 
of the texts divide the metrical lines, independent of whether they appear as glosses 
or part of the main text in the West Saxon translation. Punctuation is varied and 
usually without grammatical consequence. Secondly, the five West-Saxon texts, all 
stemming from the same translation, show extensive formulaic variations, all of 
which are grammatically and semantically appropriate. O’Brien O’Keeffe here sees a  
 
reading activity reflected in these scribal variants, which is formula-
dependent, in that the variants observe metrical and alliterative 
constraints, and which is context-defined, in that the variants produced 
arise within a field of possibilities generated within a context of 
expectations.92  
 
Since no similar variants occur in the Latin texts, she concludes that the process of 
reception and transmission must differ. The scribe, she explains, would be likely to 
read out or at least sub-vocalize blocks of text that he wished to copy. These blocks 
would then be stored in the short-term memory until they were written out. At this 
point, errors would be likely to occur. The difference between the variants found in 
the West-Saxon texts and those errors entering the Latin versions of the Historia 
suggests that what is transferred to the short-term memory in the former case are 
formulaic possibilities, not set phrases. The scribe would have the structure of the 
                                                 
91 IV.24. See Bede, Ecclesiastical History, p. 417. 
92O'Brien O'Keeffe, Visible Song, p. 40. 
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formula in mind, not necessarily the syntax of a sentence. The transmission of an Old 
English text, then, would be a process of re-creation rather than word for word 
copying. Thus, even in its most literate context, Old English poetry still retained its 
formulaic character - in reception as well as in transmission.93  
 
We are left with two conclusions relevant to the discussion of designations for 
God: first, the absence of thrift (in the words of Watts) gives freedom of space to the 
poet. Second, the formulas and formulaic expressions of a transcribed text have been 
subjected to the semantic filter of the period in which the composition was copied. 
Since all the poetry we have today is written down, most of it in the tenth and early 
eleventh century, the majority of the extant designations for God in Old English 
poetry have undergone the scrutiny of such a late Anglo-Saxon filter. While the 
origin of the designations remains opaque, their transmission through such a filter 
suggests that they were still understood and accepted in the time of the manuscript 
into which the poem was copied. 
 
 
2.2.2. Some Thoughts on the Nature of the Formula in Old English Poetry 
 
 
Designations for God in Old English poetry have received more attention as 
examples in the discussion of the oral-formulaic theory than as objects of study in 
themselves.94 Francis P. Magoun already used those designations found in Beowulf to 
demonstrate his theory in his first article on oral-formulaic theory.95 Indeed, most 
designations for God in Old English poetry seem to be formulaic to some extent. The 
terminology of the field of oral-formulaic tradition is, however, still not standardised. 
                                                 
93 O'Brien O'Keeffe, Visible Song, p. 46. 
94 I will introduce the major studies of designations for God in Old English poetry in 2.3.1 on page 53.  
95 Magoun, 'Oral-Formulaic Character'.  
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A brief account of the concept of the formula and formulaic used in this thesis  
therefore seems justifiable. As I mainly consider the semantic aspect of the 
designations for God, this discussion will also concentrate on the generation of 
meaning in individual formulas and through their context. 
The scholarly consensus as to the definition of the Old English formula has 
evolved over the last forty years. Donald K. Fry argued that what places a singer or 
literate formulaic poet in the oral-formulaic tradition, is not remembering formulas, 
but rather the ability to work with systems in the reproduction of formulas according 
to the demands of alliteration.96 The system, as Fry defines it for Old English 
formulaic poetry, is  
 
a group of half-lines, usually related metrically and semantically, which 
are related in form by the identical relative placement of two elements, 
one a variable word or element of a compound usually supplying the 
alliteration and the other a constant word or element of a compound, with 
approximately the same distribution of non-stressed elements.97  
 
Such a system could therefore be x cyning, whereby the x stands for the variable 
word or element. According to Fry’s definition, all formulas of a given system are 
part of the same metrical type, and they can also reverse the order of their elements. 
Sigora cyning (King of victories) and cyning engla (King of angels) would therefore 
belong to the same system. Furthermore, those non-stressed words that are not fixed 
in the system can be exchanged as the situation demands in the production of a 
formula. Even the main elements of the system can be inflected and gradated. The 
formula itself is then defined by Fry as a ‘group of words, one half-line in length, 
which shows evidence of being the direct product of a formulaic system.’98  
                                                 
96 D. K. Fry, 'Old English Formulas and Systems', ES 48 (1967): 193-204. See also: D. K. Fry, 'Some 
Aesthetic Implications of a New Definition of the Formula', NM 69 (1968): 516-22. 
97 Fry, 'Old English Formulas', p. 203. 
98 Fry, 'Old English Formulas', p. 204. 
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This definition of the formulaic system and its derivative formulas allows for 
more flexibility on the part of the poet in the creation and use of a formulaic 
expression. While Magoun still denied any flexibility or individual creativity of this 
kind in his concept of oral-formulaic composition, Fry’s system allows for individual 
variants within the use of existing systems. His definition nonetheless still does not 
explicitly attach any semantic importance to the choice and creation of a formula. 
Anita Riedinger rectified this by expanding her definition of the formulaic system to 
a semantic or thematic plane.  
 
Anita Riedinger included Fry’s system in her own definition of formulaic 
creation.99 The system here is still the metrical common denominator, as in the case 
of xX wæter.100 In order to distinguish the formula from pure verbatim repetition, 
Riedinger introduces a third step between system and formula: the ‘set’.  
 
A ‘set’ may be defined as a group of verses usually sharing the same 
function and system in which one word, usually stressed, is constant, 
and at least one stressed word may be varied, usually synonymously, 
to suit the alliterative and/or narrative context. A system may contain 
several different sets, each of which is a different formula, but all 
these verses in a set constitute the same formula – whether or not they 
repeat one another verbatim.101  
 
The same function in this case implies the same semantic role. Next to the more 
‘traditional’ uses of a formula, such as epithets or fillers, for example, Riedinger 
distinguishes the ‘thematic formula’, ‘a verse which signifies a recurrent image, idea, 
or event.’102 A thematic formula might be considered one of the modules out of 
which a theme is built.  Placed in context, it is able to evoke connotations which are 
                                                 
99 A. Riedinger, 'The Old English Formula in Context', Speculum 60:2 (1985): 294-317. 
100 This example is borrowed from Anita Riedinger. She has described every stage that leads from this 
system to her definition of a formula, an explanation I hope to demonstrate by following her example. 
The first x stands for a preposition, the second for an adjective. See, for example, Ibid., pp. 315-16. 
101 Ibid., p. 306. 
102 Ibid., p. 295. 
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not explicitly expressed by the members of the formula itself. Returning to the 
example mentioned above, ofer ceald wæter is a formula derived from the system xX 
wæter. The direct translation of this phrase would mean ‘over cold water’. However, 
Riedinger shows that all three occurrences of this formula are linked to impending 
disaster.103 Other members of the same system signify the same theme, such as ofer 
deop wæter (over deep water) or geond deop wæter (beyond deep water).104 These 
carriers of the same supra-lexical meaning, differently phrased are part of the same 
set, according to Riedinger’s definition. Members of the same system, but with a 
different contextual meaning would form another set attached to the same system. 
Verbatim repetitions with a different semantic function, on the other hand, would be 
just that, repetitions, but not the same formula. Riedinger, unlike Magoun, can 
distinguish, at least on a conceptual level, between verbatim repetitions and a 
formula.  
The possible existence of such a supra-lexical meaning invites a closer 
examination of the context in which individual designations for God appear. Variants 
of a typical formulaic designation can carry extra meaning, especially when they are 
contrasted to other designations of the same set. They would, however, also have a 
subtextual meaning common to all members of this set. Both of these levels of 
meaning exist alongside the lexical meaning of the single morphological elements of 
each designation. However, not all designations for God can be classified as 
formulas. Simplexes and hapax legomena, for example, cannot be established as 
formulaic. Nonetheless, habitual collocation or unusual use of a word can generate 
sub-textual meaning in a non-formulaic designation similar to that just described in 
the thematic formula and more. The repetition should be mentioned in this context, 
                                                 
103 Riedinger, 'The Old English Formula', pp. 296-97. The three occurrences are And 201a, Chr 851a 
and Mld 91b. 
104 For a complete list of Riedinger’s findings to this system, see ibid, pp. 315-16. 
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as it achieves a similar effect on a synchronic level within an individual text to that 
established by the formula and other habitual collocations on a diachronic level. 105 
 
Even if the formula or any non-formulaic collocation as described above is 
used in context, it does not necessarily have to be done so intentionally, as Elizabeth 
Tyler demonstrates in her analysis of the repetitions of frætwe (ornament) and its 
derivatives in The Phoenix.106 She defines the attachment of this level of meaning, 
which is not lexically related to the individual words involved, as ‘conceptual 
convention’: 
 
A conceptual convention describes the attachment of a context, theme, 
or subject to a collocation which cannot be explained solely in terms 
of the semantic fields of the words involved.107 
 
Conceptual convention can be used as a sophisticated rhetorical device, which can 
weave a web of underlying meanings and associations. To name but one example, 
Tyler shows that the formula frætwum blican (the shimmering of ornaments) is 
generally associated with Christ.108 However, in the phoenix’s pre-dawn sun 
worship, the formula appears linked to the sun which itself later symbolizes Christ. 
The use of the formula frætwum blican therefore evokes the later image already at 
this early stage. Nonetheless, as Tyler explains, it is impossible to determine whether 
the poet made this association intentionally or not.109 The relation established by 
conceptual convention is reciprocal. While the collocation will conjure the theme or 
subject, the subject or theme will bring the collocation to mind, due to the same 
                                                 
105 For a recent study on the formula, repetition and other forms of habitual collocations, see  E. M. 
Tyler, Old English Poetics: The Aesthetics of the Familiar in Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, 
2006). 
106 E. M. Tyler, 'How Deliberate is Deliberate Verbal Repetition?' in Studies in English Language and 
Literature: 'Doubt Wisely'. Papers in Honour of E.G. Stanley, M.J. Toswell and E.M. Tyler (eds.) 
(London, 1996), pp. 508-30. 
107 Ibid., p. 522. 
108 Ibid., pp. 509-10. 
109 Tyler, ‘How Deliberate is Deliberate Verbal Repetition?’, p. 523. 
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association. Ideas are not just fitted into a straightjacket of Old English language and 
poetic diction, but diction and language inspire new ideas. Intentional or not, the 
multifaceted symbolism remains an integral part of the meaning of the text and an 
ideal meeting point for the expressiveness of two different cultures, such as in the 
merging of Romanised Christianity and Anglo-Saxon traditional culture. 
Furthermore, in a society so fond of the subtle and the witty in prose and riddles 
alike, it seems unlikely that the Old English poets could have been oblivious of the 
subtlety of meaning incorporated in so many of their works.  
2.2.3. Juxtaposition, Variation, and Apposition 
 
Subtlety of meaning can be achieved through a number of types of collocation. 
If two expressions, or groups of expressions, attached to conceptual conventions are 
placed together, they will merge on various levels of meaning to create a new 
message or idea. If both are usually associated with the same convention, one will 
strengthen the message of the other. When they belong to different conventions, they 
will converge in order to create a new image. This semantic process is aided by the 
paratactic style of Old English poetry, where much is implied rather than stated, with 
its great number of adjectival and nominal constructions. The juxtaposition of these, 
in form of collocations or within compounds, for example, will generate subtextual 
meaning on a greater scale. What may seem static at first glance comes to life in the 
dynamic imagery implicit in the relation of the juxtaposed elements to each other. 
Designations for God are deeply connected with these stylistic techniques, both 
concerning the relationship of individual parts of one designation (i.e. sigora drihten 
/ the Lord of victories) and in their contextual relevance. Two of the most important 
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poetic devices in this respect are appositions and variations in general, which Arthur 
G. Brodeur calls the ‘chief characteristic of the poetic mode of expression:’110 
 
I should prefer to define variation as a double or multiple statement of 
the same concept or idea in different words, with a more or less 
perceptible shift in stress: one member of a variation may state the 
thought either more generally or more specifically than the other; the 
second member, while restating essentially the same concept or idea, 
may do so in a manner which emphasizes a somewhat different 
concept or idea, or may do so in a manner which emphasizes a 
somewhat different aspect of it. When members of variation possess 
the same grammatical structure, they constitute a parallelism as well 
as a variation; but not all variations are parallelisms, nor are all 
parallelisms variations.111 
 
A variation can stretch over numerous structural passages. What distinguishes 
it from an enumeration is the single referent. Variations slow down the pace of 
narration, but add intensity and depth. They allow the poet to establish and expand 
emotions, meanings, truths, to work on different semantic levels simultaneously and 
help to create an atmospheric background that will then influence how the main 
narrative is understood. In the case of the variation on Beowulf mentioned before, the 
variation describes the nominee further and draws attention to a specific quality of 
his or her character, as in the case of the example used before: ‘Beowulf maþelode, 
bearn Ecgþeowes.’112 This first occurrence of the epithet introduces Beowulf’s 
response to Unferth’s mocking speech. Ecgtheow himself has already been identified 
as both a friend and a valiant warrior by Hrothgar himself. Both characteristics have 
now been transposed onto the son by association with his father, and will influence 
the way in which the next speech is understood.113 More striking examples can be 
                                                 
110 A. G. Brodeur, The Art of Beowulf (Berkley and Los Angeles, 1959), p. 39.  
111 Ibid., p. 40. 
112 Bwf, l. 529. Cited ‘Beowulf spoke, the son of Ecgþeow.’ 
113 In the case of F.C. Robinson’s example concerning Lucifer, the use of symbolism is more complex 
(F. C. Robinson, 'Some Uses of Name-Meanings in Old English Poetry', NM 69 (1968): 161-71, p. 
162). The apposition occurs just before the narration of Lucifer’s fall. A description of angelic bliss 
proceeds it, in which light repeatedly symbolizes heavenly glory. The angel about to fall is placed at 
the centre of this glory, through the association of his name. ‘Wæs þæt engelcyn ær genemned,| 
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found in The Wanderer, for example, were the ultimate emptiness of this world is 
presented powerfully with variations on the theme of transitoriness: 
  Her bið feoh læne;     her bið freond læne; 
  her bið mon læne;    her bið mæg læne – 
  eal þis eorþan gesteal idel weorþeð.114 (Wan, ll. 108-110) 
 
The passage has an effect like a drum that beats the message of earth’s emptiness 
home more emphatically with every variation. Paramount examples of variations are 
the clusters of designations for God, witnessed in Cædmon’s Hymn, for example. 
Variation here functioned as driving force for the narration.  
 
If members of a variation are parallel, then they are apposed. Fred C. Robinson 
has expanded the applicability of the concept of the apposition beyond syntactical 
structures. Next to syntactical units, whether nouns, formulas or clauses, entire 
passages can be apposed, as evident in the ring-structure of Beowulf. Words, 
concepts, phrases, clauses, whole sections of poetry can be apposed next to each 
other without any explicit definition of their relationship. Robinson expanded the 
traditional definition of the term further to include apposition of meaning.115 As 
discussed before, vernacular words onto which Christian meaning was superimposed 
retain some of their original meaning, among them some designations for God. 
Robinson demonstrated how the Beowulf-poet was able to use these apposed 
meanings to bridge the gap between his Christian audience and their pagan ancestors, 
                                                                                                                                          
Lucifer haten, leothberende, | on geardagum in godes rice.’ (XSt, ll. 365-366) ‘That angelic being 
mentioned before, called Lucifer, the light-bearer, was in God’s kingdom in days of old.’ Only a few 
lines on, in the description of the rebellion, the poet uses the name Satan and juxtaposes it with 
swearte (XSt, l.370). Even before the outcome of the rebellion is mentioned, this shift from light to 
darkness foreshadows the fall from heavenly glory to the terror of hell. The entire tragedy 
consequential to the act of rebellion is thus implicit in the textual relation of mere action. The feeling 
of doom already colours the explicit description of his fate later in the same passage.  
114 ‘Here wealth is transitory, here the friend is transitory, her man is transitory, here the kinsman is 
transitory – all this earth’s frame will become empty.’ 
115 Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style, p. 30 ff.  
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as both the original and the ‘new’ Christian meaning could be understood 
simultaneously. This suggests that the designations for God which consist of 
anglicised Christianisms superimposed onto older meanings would still retain their 
former connotation. However, the contrast between the apposed old and new 
meanings of these words should not be overly stressed. Wilhelm Busse cautioned 
against too strict a categorization into pagan and Christian, or pre- and post- 
Cædmonian meaning.116 First, as he reminds us, there is no watershed moment of 
changed meaning, but rather a gradual process of the establishment of a convention, 
the merging of two connotations. Second, not all terms later associated with 
Christian ideas had originally had a ‘pagan’ connotation, but rather expressed secular 
norms and values had. Robinson himself reminds us, as stated before, that the change 
of meaning did not occur through eradication, but rather through extension of the 
original.117 There are therefore not two distinct separate meanings to these terms. As 
with the adaptation of Romanised Christian terminology to the Anglo-Saxon cultural 
field, the former meaning of a Christianised term would merge with the new one to 
evolve into a new form. 
2.2.4. Nominal Compounds 
 
The most concise form of apposition of syntax as well as meaning which 
Robinson describes is the nominal compound.118 It is also the most relevant form of 
this device as far as the designations for God are concerned. Next to simplexes, 
compounds and two-word collocations are the most prominent form of designations 
for God in Old English poetry. 
 
                                                 
116W. Busse, 'Besprechung: Fred C. Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style', Anglia 106 (1986): 
203-10, pp. 205-06. 
117 Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style, p. 35. 
118 Ibid., p. 14. 
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Similar to the thematic formula, the meaning of a compound is not necessarily 
simply a sum of the meanings of its members, and there is no explicit logical 
connection between them. Its meaning is derived first from the apposition of each 
element to the other. Most compounds cannot be interpreted on this evidence alone 
and their meaning has to be deduced from the narrative or semantic context in which 
they appear. Robinson’s example for the latter is beorncyning, which can mean 
‘hero-king’ as well as ‘king of heroes’.119 The term godbearn, on the other hand, is 
less likely to be misinterpreted, as both possible meanings are simultaneously true, 
referring to Jesus Christ: ‘Child of God’ and ‘God the Child’. Compounds are 
naturally ambiguous. However, it is exactly this ambiguity which provides a 
flexibility and scope of implicit meaning that can often only be matched and made 
explicit by long and cumbersome phrases. Once again, a whole range of images and 
ideas can be expressed concisely by placing a single unit into a particular context. 
Carr distinguished four semantic types of nominal compounds.120 First he describes 
the co-ordinating relationship, wherein parts of the compounds are added together 
and neither part is limited by the other (i.e. goddrihten / Godlord). In prepositional 
relationships, though, the first member may limit the second (i.e. godbearn / 
Godchild).121 Another example would be weges weard (Guardian of the waves) used 
by the Andreas poet.122 In an attributive relationship, the first member of the 
compound may denote an attribute of the second (i.e. soðcyning / true King or King 
of truth). Lastly, in an appositional relationship between two compound elements, 
                                                 
119 Robinson, Beowulf and the Appositive Style, pp. 14-15. 
120 C. T. Carr, Nominal Compounds in Germanic (London, 1939), pp. 320-21. 
121 Ibid., p. 320. Carr introduces the term ‘prepositional relationship’ in this sense in point ii.  
122 The designation is used for God who is disguised as Captain of a ship during the sea voyage (And, 
ll. 601 and 632). While weard (Guardian) is most generally associated with life, heaven or men, 
another poem also associates this term with the sea. During the parting of the Red Sea in Exodus, God 
is called flodweard (Guardian of the flood / sea, l. 494) and mereflodes weard (Guardian of the sea. l. 
504). The underlying concept of these designations is God as guardian of all, life, the world, heaven, 
etc. The wild sea of The Seafarer comes to mind. The poet could specify this general image to 
demonstrate that God was also there, protecting Andreas and the people of Israel on their dangerous 
journeys across and through a sea which is both literal and metaphorical. 
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each part denotes a different aspect of the same thing (i.e. hleodrihten / 
Protectorlord). Again, caution is needed, since not every single compound can be 
clearly categorized.  
 
How do the findings of this excursus into poetic diction then apply to 
designations for God? ‘Ambiguity’ and ‘implicit meaning’ were recurrent terms in 
this survey. Whether within the thematic formula, through conceptual convention 
(intentional or non-intentional), through variation – especially apposition – between 
or within words, multiple levels of meaning and implication enable the poet to 
express a range of emotions, concepts, truths, or even to let two narrative threads run 
parallel. Similar to epithets, designations for God can stand alone and signify one of 
the characteristics of God as perceived by man. Indeed, what distinguishes Old 
English designations for God from Old English epithets is solely that there is no 
central name to which they can act as by-names. In addition, a grouping of apposed 
designations could combine those attributes evoked to form a more complex image. 
Designations for God are, above all, descriptive. The individual elements of any 
particular name can be adjusted to the context, specifying the characteristic 
expressed.  
 
2.3. The Study of Designations for God in Old English Poetry 
 
Designations for God therefore have potential for meaning through their place 
within Christian theology, but also as part of the Old English ‘word-hoard’ and 
through their use within the Old English poetic tradition. The question remains as to 
how this potential for meaning is realized within the poetry. Semantic analysis lends 
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itself as a method for such an inquiry. The twentieth century has seen major 
developments in the study of meaning in Old English vocabulary.123 The 
kulturhistorisch-etymologische studies that analysed individual terms etymologically 
with a primarily historical agenda made way for the semantic-field analyses that 
followed the Trier/Weisgerber word-field theory of the 1930s onwards. The meaning 
of a word was seen to define itself through the relation to other lexemes within the 
same conceptual field.124 This theory, however, did not remain uncontested. 
Especially its exclusion of verbs and its negligence of contextual evidence led to 
further development in the field of semantic analysis. The study of words within their 
contextual parameters allowed room for their semantic heterogeneity. This involved 
a more thorough consideration of syntax as well. Furthermore, a need for a 
quantitative analysis of occurrences in order to achieve a comprehensive result was 
recognized. For Old English studies, this recognition implied that henceforth no 
analysis could rely on anything short of the entire corpus of Old English poetry, 
prose, or both as basis for a study. 
Modern semantics now tries to combine the positive aspects of the older 
schools in order to arrive at an analysis that can aspire to a comprehensive approach. 
Modern tools, foremost the computer and a broad range of methodologies have now 
made such an extensive approach possible. In the case of this study, the most 
effective tool for reference and retrieval is the Old English Corpus which was created 
for the Old English Dictionary.125 This database allows an electronic search by 
                                                 
123 For further information on the history of semantic theories, see E. Coseriu and H. Geckeler, Trends 
in Structural Semantics (Tübingen, 1981), or V. Strite, Old English Semantic Field Studies (New 
York, 1989). 
124 I use the term ‘lexeme’ here to differentiate the monosemous dimension of items analysed in a 
word-field study from the actual ‘word’ with all its polysemous implications. Designations for God 
function in a way similar to lexemes, since only one meaning of each element is relevant to them. 
Names which also apply as titles to human beings could thus in their entirety be paralleled to 
polysemous words.  
125 A. d. P. Healey, ed., The Dictionary of Old English Corpus in Electronic Form 
(http://ets.umdl.umich.edu/o/oec/,May 2006). 
2.3. The Study of Designations for God in Old English Poetry 
 52 
individual words, phrases or parts of words of all texts which were included in 
textual basis for the dictionary. The time necessary for the creation of a frequency list 
is therefore minimised, and researchers are no longer dependent on concordances to 
check their own findings.  This is especially important, since the first task in any 
semantic analysis is to locate ‘all terms in a particular semantic field in all 
contexts.’126 Certain disadvantages of the electronic corpus should be considered, 
however: an electronic search will only count those instances that coincide exactly 
with the spelling searched. This leads to a certain amount of guesswork in an effort 
to find all spelling-variants extant for an individual term. A special tool on the 
dictionary website assists in finding many such orthographic variants.127 Contextual 
categorisation can help to differentiate polysemous use, and frequency lists will 
assist in determining the quantitatively dominant terms and meanings. Etymology 
can offer further insight into the history of meaning for individual terms and their 
cognates. An analysis of the historical or the intellectual background provides a 
dimension of contextual categorisation which can offer further possible meanings.  
 
While the above mentioned aspects of semantic analysis are relevant for all 
historical semantic studies, an analysis of Old English designations for God poses an 
additional challenge. Only a small portion of these designations are simplexes and 
form traditional word-fields. As discussed above, Crépin’s entire ‘galactic systems’ 
constitute the object of a semantic analysis of designations for God, not only the 
simplexes at their centre.128 The designations therefore have to be analysed as both 
fixed units and by the study of their individual elements. The question of 
                                                 
126 Strite, Old English Semantic Field Studies, p. 46. 
127 It is however not all-inclusive. Concordance such as J. B. Bessinger and P. H. Smith, A 
Concordance to the Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records (Ithaca, NY, 1978) will show other phrases with a 
similar make-up to the one searched for. This also remains invisible in the electronic corpus. 
128 See the previous chapter for a full discussion of the model of designations for God as galactic 
systems. 
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categorization is essential to any study of divine designations, since the study has to 
be conducted on multiple levels. It concerns the distinction of literal meaning as well 
as the analysis of implicit concepts or themes. Each study in the field has made these 
distinctions anew, corresponding to the emphasis placed on different aspects of the 
whole. 
 
2.3.1. Existing Studies of the Field 
 
 
One of the first scholars to conduct a semantic study of designations for God in 
Old English poetry was James Walter Rankin, who discussed them alongside other 
subjects for Old English poetic kennings in his bi-partite source study on Anglo-
Saxon kennings.129 He was followed by Albert Keiser.130 Keiser’s larger work which 
includes his study of designations was presented as a catalogue of Christian terms in 
general. In the chapter on the deity, the catalogue is subdivided into a number of 
concepts, including wyrd (fate / providence) and specific qualities, among them the 
trinity as a whole and the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost individually. Some of 
the central terms discussed above, such as cyning (King), will appear more than 
once, listed for each person of the Trinity which is being designated in this way. 
Individual entries may include a translation of the term, an etymology including a 
comparison to other Germanic languages and general remarks on the usage of the 
term. The exact nature of the entries varies. However, Keiser only discusses the 
central terms (i.e. drihten / Lord). Crépin’s ‘galactic systems’ (i.e. sigora cyning / 
King of victories) are only given as examples, if at all, and not discussed 
                                                 
129 J. W. Rankin, 'A Study of the Kennings in Anglo-Saxon Poetry', JEGP 8 and 9 (1909/1910): 357-
442, 49-84. 
130 The study is a chapter in a larger work: A. Keiser, The Influence of Christianity on the Vocabulary 
of Old English Poetry (Urbana, ILL, 1919), pp. 59-88. He was preceded by F. Klaeber, The Christian 
Elements in Beowulf, trans. Paul Battles, Old English Newsletter: Subsidia (Kalamazoo, MI, 1996), 
who will not be discussed further at this point, as he is concerned with the terms in Beowulf alone.  
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individually. Furthermore, the form of this study only allows a most general 
treatment of the individual terms, and contextual evidence is largely neglected. All 
further work on designations for God build to some extent on these two 
groundbreaking studies. The structures with which they approached the terms for 
God still provide the blueprint along which we tend to classify such designations.  
 
Two major studies of divine names followed in the 50s and 60s: the doctoral 
dissertations of Günther Kellermann in Münster in 1954 and of André Crépin in Paris 
in 1969.131 Günther Kellermann concentrated in the first part of his study exclusively 
on the central terms, from which he singles out the following: drihten (Lord), 
demend (Judge), scyppend (Creator), hælend (Saviour) and meotod (Ruler), though 
he also discussed some related terms within the individual chapters. All designations 
were chosen due to their relation to their Latin counterparts. Within his analysis, he 
followed three criteria: textual context, placement and function within the word-field 
and etymology. However, he went one decisive step further than Keiser, or even 
Crépin. Kellermann placed his findings within an extra-textual context. Social, 
political and religious background provide a setting against which the designations 
can be discussed. Part two and three are almost exclusively dedicated to a discussion 
of background information and contrasting new Christian contexts against a heathen 
past. The work today however presents a nostalgic picture of the noble heathen and a 
glorification of the Germanic past. The actual analysis is almost entirely based on the 
Cynewulf-poems, the author of which Kellermann understood to be a second 
Cædmon, or a þegn straight out of the warrior-society with an affinity for poetry, 
who finds himself dictating his poetry to a scribe in a monastery at the end of his life. 
                                                 
131 G. Kellermann, 'Studien zu den Gottesbezeichnungen der Angelsächsischen Dichtung: Ein Beitrag 
zum Religionsgeschichtlichen Verständnis der Germanenbekehrung', DPhil, Westfälische Wilhelm-
Universität zu Münster, 1954, and A. Crépin, 'Poétique vieil-Anglaise: désignations du Dieu Chrétien', 
DLitt, Université de Paris, 1969. 
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Notwithstanding the promising approach to the topic, Kellermann’s dissertation is 
therefore by now outdated.  
Crépin’s dissertation, on the other hand, still contains a great amount of 
information which remains for the most part valid.132 He uses the designations for 
God as a means to ‘redéfinir les mécanismes de la poésie anglaise du haut moyen âge 
et partant de la mieux apprécier’, and undertakes this project by analysing the 
designations found in Old English poetry on a prosodic, syntactic and semantic 
level.133 Even though he cautioned against frequency lists and statistics (since they 
only show simple relations and might miss less frequent but important relations) 
statistics do nonetheless form a substantial part of Crépin’s analysis. Statistical 
findings were further analysed in examples or within their lexical context. He also 
briefly discusses the major themes that have crystallised within his analysis.134 
However, he bases his conclusions largely on the central term and only discusses 
what he will later define as ‘galactic systems’ in his lexical catalogue.  In search for 
new word formations, he is disappointed: ‘Les désignations de Dieu sont trop 
conventionneles (sic.), traditionnelles pour préciser l’évolution de la poésie 
anglaise.’135 What he omits are therefore individual designations for God in full and 
their contextual use. He only discusses the central simplexes in his analysis and only 
mentions the full expressions in his lists without comment. As has been discussed 
before, it is the combination of individual elements within the designations which 
generates their ambiguity and ‘implicitness’. It is therefore exactly a discussion of 
the designations in their entirety which promises to be the most fruitful approach. 
                                                 
132 Crépin has written two articles on the subject apart from his thesis: and A. Crépin, 'The Names of 
God in Beowulf: An Inquiry into Old English Poetics' in Language and Civilization: A Concerted 
Profusion of Essays and Studies in Honour of Otto Hietsch, C. Blank (ed.) (Frankfurt-am-Main, 
1992), pp. 106-13.  
133 Designations for God as a means to ‘redefine the mechanisms of early medieval English poetry and 
consequently to better appreciate it’. Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 4. 
134 God as Master of life, or the eternity of God, for example. 
135 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 97. ‘The denominations of God are too conventional, 
too traditional to define the evolution of Old English poetry further.’ 
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Peter Clemoes had begun to fill this gap by discussing designations for God as 
part of the symbolic expression which combined Christian explicitness with poetic 
implicitness for educational and political use.136  He discussed the merging of two 
narrative traditions: the Christian literary tradition and the Old English poetic 
tradition, with its implicit imagery and ambiguity. Clemoes focussed on the diction, 
the symbolism of the two traditions, the transformation of narrative content and the 
motivation of the poet. The discussion of designations for God serves as one example 
among many for the overall argument and therefore remains naturally general. 
Clemoes describes the general process of adaptation and explores the ‘why’. What is 
sketched here rather than discussed in detail is the ‘how’.  
 
2.3.2. The Scope of the Thesis 
 
The current study intends to offer further answers to the question of the ‘how’, 
as it explores the meaning attached to designations for God and how they are used. 
The three following case studies will investigate these questions from various angles 
and levels of detail.137 They are all based upon a comprehensive tabulation and 
analysis of designations for God in Old English poetry. Even though André Crépin 
has supplied us with an excellent catalogue of designations in his thesis, a fresh 
compilation of such a catalogue was necessary for numerous reasons.138 None of the  
extant studies of designations for God lists the same terms or the same frequencies. 
Spelling variants and human error in counting are reasons for this. Furthermore, not 
all instances are without ambiguity. The decision whether an instance should be 
classified as designation, or whether or not the addressee is in fact God, can be a
                                                 
136 Clemoes, Interactions of Thought and Language, p. 223. 
137 To recapitulate: The analysis of the semantic field of rulership/authority, the study of a theme 
across three poems, and the close reading of an individual set of lyrics.  
138 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien'. 
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question of interpretation. A full understanding of the catalogue of designations for 
God can therefore only be gained from a personally developed database. I searched 
the entire Old English poetic corpus line by line in order to collect the designations 
for God therein and compile them into my own database. The first occurrence of 
each spelling of each designation per poem was recorded in this preliminary 
database. I then cross-checked my findings against searches of the Old English 
Corpus (with consideration of the prose corpus), the Bessinger/Smith concordance, 
and the catalogue of Crépin.139 The result was a database of more than 900 different 
forms (including variants of a similar designation, such as godes bearn and gobearn) 
constructed around more than 100 central terms. Patterns have come to light. 
Exceptions became visible. My knowledge of the database allowed me to select the 
following three case studies as fruitful areas of study for the purposes of this thesis. It 
also allows me to set each specific analysis of an individual designation within the 
general context of designations for God. The database itself thus functions as 
preliminary knowledge and a basis for further investigation. Its results are available 
in Appendix A in form of a list of all central terms with the extensions with which 
they appear. The substantial work of my predecessors in the development of 
catalogues and general descriptions allows me to move forward into more specified 
analyses. This in turn allows me to explore a range of different questions. How much 
meaning do the designations carry? How are they used, and what can this usage tell 
us about the theology and the poetic style employed? The first case study will take 
the form of a semantic analysis of the most prominent word-field associated with 
designations for God: rulership/authority.  
                                                 
139 Healey, ed., The Dictionary of Old English Corpus in Electronic Form , Bessinger and Smith, 
Concordance , and Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien'. 
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3. Be heofonlicum Cyninge:  The Lord and King of Heaven 
 
The first case study of this thesis remains closest to the work of my 
predecessors: it will concentrate upon the central term using the methodology of 
semantic analysis. I will explore aspects of its semantic environment, etymological 
context, morphological history, conceptual tradition, its specifics of diction and/or 
the pattern of its use.140 The analysis will distinguish itself from those conducted 
before in its range of subject and methodology. Only Kellermann and Crépin have 
looked at the terms for God across the poetry with a similar concern for detail.141 
Crépin introduced the conceptual framework of individual fields and offers further 
information to some of the terms in his catalogue. His treatment of individual terms 
is set in the catalogue of the entire corpus, however, and does not consider word-
fields individually. Crépin’s discussion of the terms themselves prioritizes 
occurrences and frequencies, demoting possible further information to peripheral 
comments. Kellermann, on the other hand, followed his established catalogue of 
fields (i.e. Creator, Ruler) and positioned his analysis of a selection of individual 
central terms within the respective entries to his catalogue.  
 
The following analysis will consider all terms within a chosen field set apart 
from the rest of the designations for God. How synonymous are they? How striking 
are their differences in meaning and use? Possible semantic fields include that of the 
redeemer/healer, that of the creator, or the protector, for example. The field of 
rulership/authority suggests itself for the terminological approach of this case study, 
as I will show below. This group is the most prominent among the designations for 
                                                 
140 Not all aspects will be discussed for every word. The descriptions within this chapter are 
summaries of characteristics relevant to this study and therefore selective.  
141 While Kellermann restricts himself to his selection of poems, it still offers a greater scope of poems 
and depth of analysis than most of the other studies. 
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God and therefore offers the greatest amount of comparative material, both in the 
number of terms that are member of this group and in the number of occurrences of 
these terms.  
 
I will approach the field rulership/authority in general before concentrating 
on cyning for a more detailed study.142 Cyning is the second most frequent term for 
rulership overall and the rulership of the Christian God in particular. It is much more 
specific in its meaning and usage than the more general drihten. Thus cyning can be 
more clearly defined and more easily analysed than drihten. Yet, it still offers a 
sufficient number of occurrences for a detailed study. Biblical expression of divine 
kingship is frequent and representations of kingship within the period of our concern 
drew generously from these biblical and other Christian references – as did liturgical 
or political statements. The psalms are especially rich in this sense, as is 
demonstrated in J. H. Eaton’s Kingship and the Psalms.143 The evidence for the 
kingship of Christ is overwhelming throughout the New Testament. After all, Christ 
itself is a royal title. I will return to the divine kingship and its importance for earthly 
royal power at a later point within this chapter. Of special interest for political views 
are the royal ordines for the liturgy and charters or political treatises such as 
Wulfstan’s Institutes of Polity.144 The term cyning is used in poetry and prose, for the 
earthly ruler and for Satan as well as for the divine King. Its connotations are in 
themselves neutral and can be expanded in both moral directions.  
                                                 
142 This chapter repeats the same Old English terms frequently due to its greater emphasis on linguistic 
aspects. I will therefore refrain from giving a translation of every word in situ, which is further 
complicated here, since the very meanings of the words are one of the main concerns of the chapter. 
Extension words will be translated on their first appearance, unless their meaning is part of the 
discussion at that point. For further translation of extensions and central terms, please refer to the 
glossary in the appendix.   
143 J. H. Eaton, Kingship and the Psalms, Studies in Biblical Theology, Second Series, 32 (Naperville, 
IL, 1975). 
144 Wulfstan, Die "Institutes of Polity, Civil and Ecclesiastical", ed. Karl Jost, Schweizer Anglistische 
Arbeiten, 47 (Berlin, 1959).  
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I have chosen the semantic group of [heaven] + [cyning] for the close 
contextual study following the general discussion of cyning and its extensions.145 The 
sixty-eight members of this group of designations for God in the poetry allow a 
closer analysis of the individual occurrences while they still represent a large enough 
group to discover tendencies within the usage of this designation.  
 
The chapter will proceed according to the sequence of ideas outlined in the 
preceding paragraphs. Thus, I will first discuss the semantic field of divine rulership 
and authority in general before concentrating on kingship in particular. Then I will 
approach the central term cyning and its extensions with more detail as an exemplary 
study. An examination of the use of the term within the poetry will finally lead to a 
close analysis of the [heaven] + [cyning] expressions. I would also like to 
acknowledge the debt I owe to the work of D.H. Green for this chapter. His studies 
on the terms for Lordship in OHG are invaluable as comparative material for this 
study.146  
 
3.1. The Authority of God: On the Field of Divine Rulership and 
Authority 
 
The categorisation of designations for God necessarily remains arbitrary and 
ambiguous. The classification of the theme of kingship and the designation cyning 
                                                 
145 The group [heaven] + [king] includes the Old English terminology which relates any word for 
[heaven] to cyning. We find swegel and rodor alongside heofon as expressions. Wuldor, which may 
also be used as metonymic expression for [heaven] is not included here, as most occurrences are 
ambiguous. I will return to this point later in the chapter. Square brackets signify meta-language. 
[heaven] therefore expresses the concept of the celestial home. Square brackets here indicate that the 
word is meant in all its forms, be it singular or plural, nominative or genitive, simplex or element in a 
compound, including any word order. If the Modern English word is used, it applies to all possible 
Old English translations. 
146 Especially D. H. Green, Language and History in the Early Germanic World (Cambridge, 2000), 
but also his earlier study D. H. Green, The Carolingian Lord: Semantic Studies on Four High German 
Words, Balder, Frô, Truhtin and Hêrro (Cambridge, 1965). 
3.1. The Authority of God: On The Field of Divine Rulership and Authority  
 61 
therefore follow different schemes in the main studies of terms for God. Keiser, who 
distinguishes between the persons of the Trinity rather than the individual offices and 
attributes, discusses cyning twice: once for God the Father and once for Christ. He 
does not have an individual category for rulership, lordship or authority.147 The 
Thesaurus of Old English lists an individual category of King, majesty alongside 
those for glorious Lord, Prince of angels and Lord of hosts under 16.01.01.01.01 The 
Almighty.148 This is itself a subcategory of 16.01.01. God, the Lord which includes 
all designations for the Christian God.149 Kellermann follows Rankin and places 
kingship (and cyning) into the category of Gott als Herrscher (God as Ruler).150  He 
treats þeoden as a synonym, for example. Crépin lists the kingship of God as a sub-
theme of the lordship of God, which he identifies as the main idea of all religion.151 
 
Si l’idée même de Dieu se fonde sur celle de toute-puissance, l’idée 
majeure de toute « religion » est celle de la seigneurie de Dieu qui en 
« liant » les hommes à Dieu les « relie » entre eux.152 
 
Indeed, the field of divine rulership and authority embraces the largest number 
of central terms for God and is implicit in most other designations as the evidence in 
the Thesaurus indicated. Crépin stresses the interlacing nature of these themes before 
he embarks on their discussion and treats some of the main convergences in 
                                                 
147 A. Keiser, The Influence of Christianity on the Vocabulary of Old English Poetry, reprint ed. (New 
York, 1967), pp. 67, n. 185 and  84-5, n. 273.  
148 J. Roberts and C. Kay, A Thesaurus of Old English, 2 vols. (Atlanta, GA, 2000), p. 652. ‘King, 
majesty’ lists, next to cyning and some of its compounds: agend, agendfrea, cyningwuldor, 
eallwealda, eallwealdend, heah casere, heofonhæbbend, heofonwealdend, heofonweard, hierde, 
oferwealdend, onwealda, reccend, þrymwealdend, wealdend, wealdendgod. The stress here clearly 
lies on the possession of power and the ability to wield it.  
149 Ibid., p. 651. 
150 J. W. Rankin, 'A Study of the Kennings in Anglo-Saxon Poetry', JEGP 8 and 9 (1909/1910): 357-
442, 49-84. See G. Kellermann, 'Studien zu den Gottesbezeichnungen der Angelsächsischen 
Dichtung: Ein Beitrag zum Religionsgeschichtlichen Verständnis der Germanenbekehrung', DPhil, 
Westfälische Wilhelm-Universität zu Münster, 1954, pp. 24, 27-31. 
151 A. Crépin, 'Poétique vieil-Anglaise: désignations du Dieu Chrétien', DLitt, Université de Paris, 
1969, p. 134 and 147-150. 
152 Ibid., p. 142. ‘If the idea of God itself founds itself on that of omnipotence, then the main idea of 
all ‘religion’ is that of the lordship of God which, by ‘connecting’ human beings with God, ‘connects’ 
them among each other.’ 
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subcategories (i.e. lord and judge under lordship).153 I shall focus on those central 
terms which have rulership/authority as their sole or primary theme in order to avoid 
diffused borders of the field within this discussion. To borrow an example from 
Crépin, the notion of Creator implies authority over that which is created and is in 
fact often used to express this double meaning of both creator and authority.154 The 
primary theme and meaning of scyppend, however, is Creator, and it will therefore 
not be discussed within this context. The field with such specifications does include 
the two most frequent designations for God apart from god: namely dryhten and 
cyning. 
  
3.1.1. Central Terms Expressing Authority and Rulership 
 
Most of the twenty terms for God which I have included in the field rulership / 
authority are often treated as synonyms when translated into ModE. They 
nevertheless exhibit significant differences in semantic values and usage. The 
following introduction to the members of my category of rulership/authority will 
demonstrate this. Table 1 in Appendix B lists these central terms and all the 
extensions with which they occur.  They are: 155 
1 drihten 2 cyning   3  wealdend  
4 meotod 5  frea  6  ealdor  
7 crist 8  þeoden  9  heafod  
10 hlaford  11 brego 12  hearra  
                                                 
153 Ibid., p. 134. 
154 For Crépin’s use of this example, see Ibid., pp. 134-35. 
155 Æþeling, ord and steorend, all of which are used for God as Lord in a sense similar to other words 
within this list, are discussed alongside other terms within the discussion, but did not receive an 
individual entry in this table. I have excluded them because a primary meaning of each of these terms 
lies outside this group. I have however included heafod. Even though the primary meaning of the 
word is head, all uses as designation for God draw on the figurative meaning of person in authority 
over others.  
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13 agend 14 ræswa 15 casere   
16 bealdor 17 reccend 18 rædend 
19 mægenwisa 20 rihtend   
Table 1: Frequency Rulership / Authority
A comparison of this list with its equivalents in the works of Kellermann and Crépin 
shows how much such categorisation owes to interpretation and reminds us that – 
however rooted a study is in quantitative analysis – it remains a literary analysis.156 
Only eight of the terms included above can be found in all three lists, while Crépin’s 
list and mine share a total of sixteen designations.157 Both Kellermann and Crépin 
include terms of protection in their lists as well as terms for giving and designations 
of noble birth. All of these are excluded from my list on the grounds that at least one 
of their primary meanings is not the expression of rulership/authority in the strict 
sense. 
 
The terms chosen for this study will be discussed in order of their frequency 
within the poetic corpus, from most frequent to most rare. I have calculated the 
frequencies with the help of the search tools of the Dictionary of Old English 
Corpus.158 While the use of this database allows a much more efficient survey of the 
poetic and prose corpus than more traditional methods, it is far from perfect. As I 
have mentioned before, lack of standardised spelling causes the danger of 
overlooking a more unusual form within the search. Similar to the perusal of the 
concordances such as that of Bessinger/Smith, generating frequencies through an 
                                                 
156 For the lists used for this comparison, please see Kellermann, 'Studien zu den 
Gottesbezeichnungen', pp. 24-25 and Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 143. 
157 The terms shared by all are dryhten, cyning, frea, ealdor, þeoden, hlaford, hearra, bealdor. Crépin 
also includes wealdend, heafod, brego, agend, casere, reccend, rædend, rihtend. Neither includes 
mægenwisa, ræswa, meotod, or crist.  
158 A. d. P. Healey, ed., The Dictionary of Old English Corpus in Electronic Form 
(http://ets.umdl.umich.edu/o/oec/,May 2006).  
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electronic corpus has to rely on the work of others.159 Last but definitely not least, is 
the chance of scholarly error. Hundreds, and in some cases thousands of occurrences 
can only be skimmed through - unless necessary for the central argument - and the 
risks of miscalculation and mistranslation cannot be completely ruled out. Next to 
these modern problems, we naturally have to consider that only a small part of the 
original corpus survived. There is no way to evaluate how representative the 
occurrences within the extant corpus are for the whole of Old English literature once 
extant, even if we only consider the written form. Furthermore, for anything but a 
general sketch, the frequencies have to be seen within their textual context. Drihten, 
for example, owes a large part of its prominence in poetry to the Paris Psalter, where 
it is the common translation of Lat. dominus. Indeed, almost half the occurrences of 
drihten in poetry occur within the Paris Psalter. The numbers given in the 
frequencies below should thus be treated with caution. They do, however, offer 
general guidelines and delineate a picture of broader trends in the relationships 
between the terms discussed. 
 
1) drihten 
 Predominant among the terms for rulership/authority in poetry (~1243 ex.) as 
well as the entire corpus (15,500 acc. to DOE) is drihten.160 Less than nine percent of 
all occurrences of this term can be found in verse. This is still twice the number of 
occurrences of the second rank term cyning. André Crépin counts 1127 examples of 
drihten within the poetic corpus, 1038 of which designate God.161 The popularity of 
                                                 
159 J. B. Bessinger and P. H. Smith, A Concordance to the Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records (Ithaca, NY, 
1978). 
160 The frequency numbers combine the spellings drihten, dryhten and wildcard searches for drihtn* 
and dryhtn*, compounds included. These are the only spellings that provided search results in the 
poetry.  
161 A. Crépin, ‘Poétique Vieil-Anglaise‘, p. 210. In the general list of terms for seigneurie de dieu on 
p. 143 he counts 1028 occurrences however.  
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this term might be attributed to the generality of its meaning and the ensuing 
universality of its applicability. If we consider M.S. Griffith’s argument about the 
lack of traditional Old English poetic elements within the Paris Psalter, the general 
character of drihten and its semantic closeness to the Latin equivalent dominus may 
be considered to be responsible for its frequent use in the Psalter and thus its 
frequency amongst the designations for God.162 We shall see below that god and 
drihten were favoured in some texts at least when God was less central to the 
narration and a more neutral term was desired.  
Etymologically, however, drihten has a more specialised background. D.H. 
Green explains in his study of the OHG truhtin that truhtin and thus also drihten 
have cognates in most Germanic languages.163 Green traces driht (war-band) + the 
suffix –en (designating authority) back to PG *druhtina, where it would have 
designated the leader of a war-band. He reminds us that the war-band was already a 
multi-ethnic group of warriors, gathered around a successful lord. Within the 
migration period when military groups of various sizes and consistencies conquered 
other ethnic groups, *druhtina and its descendants proved a very successful title for 
the military lord of such a polyethnic group. Kellermann therefore sees drihten as a 
fitting designation for Christ, especially in respect to his disciples, the original miles 
Christi.164 He does not understand this concept as compromised by the use of the 
term for God the Father, since God and Christ are identified with each other in Old 
English poetry due to the Trinitarian dogma, as he has demonstrated before.165 That 
such a conscious association between Christ and his disciples as a war-band and their 
                                                 
162 i.e. PPs 52.3,6,7; 53.4; 54.1,8,15,21,23; 55.1,3,4,9 etc. M. S. Griffith, 'Poetic Language and the 
Paris Psalter: the Decay of the Old English Tradition ', ASE 20 (1991): 167-86. For a closer discussion 
of this point, see also P. Bethel, 'Regnal and Divine Epithets in the Metrical Psalms and Metres of 
Boethius', Parergon  n.s. 9.1 (1991): 1-41. 
163 All etymological considerations regarding drihten are taken from Green, Language and History, 
pp. 106ff and 27-30. 
164 Kellermann, 'Studien zu den Gottesbezeichnungen', p. 29. 
165 Ibid., pp. 22-23. 
3.1.1. Central Terms Expressing Authority and Rulership 
 66 
leader is at least possible, maybe even likely, is suggested for instance by the 
description of the apostles in the sense of a driht, as can be seen in Andreas: 
    
Hwæt! We gefrunan         on fyrndagum  
twelfe under tunglum         tireadige hæleð,  
þeodnes þegnas.         No hira þrym alæg  
camprædenne         þonne cumbol hneotan,  
syððan hie gedældon,         swa him dryhten sylf,  
heofona heahcyning,         hlyt getæhte.  
þæt wæron mære         men ofer eorðan,  
frome folctogan         ond fyrdhwate,  
rofe rincas,         þonne rond ond hand  
on herefelda         helm ealgodon,  
on meotudwange.166 (And l.1-11) 
  
Nonetheless, the semantic frame of the term had widened when drihten began to be 
used to translate Lat. dominus (the most prominent Latin word for God as Lord) as 
well as deus in other places, as Crépin points out.167 Crépin also distinguishes 
between drihten as Christ specifically (dominus) and as God in general (deus).  
 
2) cyning 
Cyning, second in rank of frequency, will be excluded from this sequence in 
order to be discussed further on in detail.   
 
                                                 
166 ‘Lo! We have heard of twelve under the stars in days of old, glorious men, servants of the Master. 
Their might never failed in combat when the banners clashed after they had dispersed, as the Lord 
himself, the High-King of the heavens had instructed them in their lot. Those were men famous 
throughout the world, brave and valiant leaders, renowned warriors, when shield and hand protected 
helmet on the battleground, the field of fate.’ This passage is a good example of the convergence of 
Germanic and Christian imagery, for the war-band vocabulary is here used to describe an allusion to 
the spiritual armour, as described in Ephesians 6:10-17, especially 16 and 17: 16 in omnibus sumentes 
scutum fidei in quo possitis omnia tela nequissimi ignea extinguere 17 et galeam salutis adsumite et 
gladium Spiritus quod est verbum Dei ‘In all things taking the shield of faith, wherewith you may be 
able to extinguish all the fiery darts of the most wicked one. And take unto you the helmet of salvation 
and the sword of the Spirit (which is the word of God);’ 
167 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 222. 
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3) wealdend 
The occurrences of the third most-frequent term, wealdend, are almost equally 
distributed between verse and non-poetic texts.168 Of 560 overall occurrences, 299 
are found in poetry. Crépin finds 278 examples in the poetry, 269 of which designate 
God. I have included all forms of both wealdend and wealda in this group. They are, 
though, grammatically different, basically synonymous. Wealdend is a nomen 
agentis derived from the participle of wealdan (to have power over X, to control the 
movements of X) and designates the ‘holder of power (over X)’. According to 
Bosworth/Toller the suffix ‘-a’ of wealda designates an agent or actor.169 Weald- 
here thus also derives from the verb wealdan as opposed to the noun weald. Hence 
the choice of form seems to be a question of custom rather than meaning, since both 
forms stress the active involvement of the ruler. All simplexes occur with the 
participial ending ‘–end’, while bretwalda and anwalda in all their orthographic 
forms use the ‘-a’ suffix, which only occurs as compound.170 Hefonwealdend, used 
once in a gloss on Aldhelm’s riddles to interpret arcitenens (archer), only occurs in 
the participial form.171 The two most frequent composite forms of wealda/-end as 
designations for God are ealwealda (i.e. Bwf l.928, Christ I l.140, Exo l.11, Gen 
l.246), and anwealda (i.e. Bwf l.272, DoR l.153, XSt l.208). The simplex wealdend 
occurs alone in a resounding majority of cases.  
 
                                                 
168 The search included the spellings wealdend, wealda, waldend and walda including compounds, as 
well as weældend, wealdind. Other spellings which are only found as variants outside the verse corpus 
are not considered here.  
169 J. Bosworth and T. N. Toller, eds., An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary (Oxford, 1898). 
170 The term bretwalda, which only occurs in one case in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, has been subject 
to much discussion. The most relevant article concerning the term and the position it describes is still 
P. Wormald, 'Bede, the Bretwaldas and the origins of the gens Anglorum' in Ideal and Reality in 
Frankish and Anglo-Saxon Society. Studies presented to J.M. Wallace-Hadrill, Patrick Wormald, et 
al. (eds.) (Oxford, 1983), pp. 99-129. 
171 The solution for this unusual gloss could be the archer-priest described in É. Ó Carragain, Ritual 
and the Rood Liturgical Images and the Old English Poems of the Dream of the Rood Tradition 
(London, 2005), 141. 
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More than 100 occurrences of wealdend as designation are non-compound 
forms, although many of these are associated with a genitival extension (i.e. þeoda 
wealdend, Wielder of power over nations, Creed l.33b). The meaning of wealda/-end 
as the possessor of power over someone or something encourages the collocation of a 
genitival expression with this designation. The variety offered by nine extensions 
designating beings and two which designate the whole of worldly creation over 
whom such power can be possessed is therefore not surprising.172 It is similarly 
notable that geographical expressions of rulership are less frequent in this context. 
While worldly space remains inconsequential, extensions describing heaven are 
frequent.173 There is, however, no underlying pattern governing all these expressions 
for the Wielder of power over heaven. Rather, the word-choices seem to have been 
made under contextual considerations within the relevant texts. Elene, for example, 
juxtaposes rodera wealdend with rod, but remains almost singular in the use of this 
specific formula.174 We also find a number of apposed central terms, mainly god (i.e. 
Ele l.5) or drihten (i.e. PPs 94:1 2). The appositions with crist (i.e. waldend crist, 
JDII l.52) as well as fæder (i.e. fæder alwalda, Bwf  l.316) show that wealdend is not 
fixed to one person of the Trinity. If a subject of the Wielder’s power is mentioned, 
this is not necessarily a being or location. Eight extensions, which largely feature 
abstractions, shift the emphasis away from the meaning of the individual central term 
of Wielder of power over x to a joint meaning of Giver.175 The shift is especially 
                                                 
172 These are þeod, weorod, folc, gast, engel, duguð, ylda, hæleð, wiht and woruldgesceaft as well as 
frymða for creation. The association of the Wielder of power over that which he has created is 
emphasised by the association of wealdend with wyrtha, found 17 times within the Old English 
Corpus, though mainly in prose. 
173 I have counted sixteen instances of rodera, and twelve instances of heofones/-a. 
174 With the exception of Jul 305. See also the discussion of [rodor] + [cyning] on p. 100 below. 
175 The eight extensions are sigora (e.g. DoR l.67), mihta (e.g. LPrIII l.6), mægna (e.g. Jul l.213), 
wuldres (e.g. And l.193), tires (e.g.. PPs 79:14), wlites (e.g. PPs 67:12), lifes (e.g. MBo 21:36) and 
wyrda (e.g. Ele l.80). With eighteen instances, the most frequent extension to the central term of 
wealdend is sigora. 
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visible in wyrda wealdend, where the collocation moves into the realm of 
Providence.176  
 
4) meotod 
The following term has performed the opposite shift, from Providence to Ruler. 
With 168 of its 188 instances occurring in poetry, meotod can clearly be understood 
as a poetic word. Meotod is a distinct example of the shift from pre-Christian to 
Christian meaning, as discussed in chapter two on page twenty-nine. D.H. Green 
explains that meotod is a nomen agentis derived from the verb metan (to measure 
out, to judge) and was originally associated with fate and death.177 Green further 
gives evidence of the shift in the perception of ‘fate’ as stronger than the gods to one 
that understands ‘fate’ as part of the might and will of the Christian God. The use of 
meotod and other terms for fate in this context allowed a ‘semantic equation’ with 
God.178 It is almost exclusively used as simplex, often as genitival extension to sunu 
or bearn to name the Son of God.179  
 
5) frea  
Green demonstrates for the OHG cognate of frea, frô, that it, and thus also frea, 
are direct descendants from the IE root *pro- (forward, ahead) and designate the first 
of a group.180 Green names three different contexts for frô, as ‘leader of a 
household’, ‘chieftain’ or, on a larger scale, ‘king’. Contrary to truhtin, frô did not 
have any military connotation to it. It rather designated the leader in times of peace 
                                                 
176 The expression occurs four times: Exo l.433a, And l.1056a, Ele l.80a and Res l.44a.  
177 Green, Language and History, p. 384. 
178  Green, Language and History, p. 387. 
179 See for instance l. 127 of the Advent Lyrics which heralds the Emmanuel of the next lyric and 
further classifies its translation God wæs mid us in l. 125: ‘mihtig meotudes bearn | ond se monnes 
sunu’ (mighty Child of the Ruler and the Son of man). 
180 The search included ‘frea’ with its compounds. For D.H.Green’s discussion of frô, see Green, 
Language and History, pp. 102-06. 
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as well as war. Green suggests that it was gradually suppressed by the more military 
term during the migrations. If we look at the frequencies within Old English, 
something similar to the OHG development seems to have happened in this language 
as well. Only 188 occurrences of frea can be found in verse. With a minimal four 
further instances in the prose, frea can safely be called a poetic word. The original 
semantic value of ‘first of a group’ seems to have remained active, however, as 
Crépin is still able to recognize that frea as designation for God is used in the sense 
of a superior and thus first being.181 Once more, the simplex is by far the most 
common form in which this term occurs. Frea is used indiscriminately for God, man 
and the devil, often in the same poems. The tempting devil in Juliana, for example, 
can already express the futility of his endeavour within his request that the saint 
should forsake victorious God by asking her  
þæt þu heofoncyninge  
wiðsoce, sigora frean.182 (Jul ll.360-361)        
 
The same devil can contrast his own master against Juliana’s in an inverted situation 
further on, when he talks about Juliana’s power to attack the  
 
      helwarena cyning 
   in feonda byrig;      þæt is fæder user, 
   morðres manfrea.183 (Jul ll.544-546) 
 
Beowulf, on the other hand, gives ample proof that frea can denote a secular lord as 
well as a divine authority. We find mention of the liffrea (l.16, Lord of life) and other 
designations for God alongside the frea of specific people (i.e. Deniga, Scyldinga, 
                                                 
181 A.Crépin, ‘Poétique Vieil-Anglaise‘, p. 235. 
182 ‘that you forsake the Heaven King, the Lord of victories’. 
183 His master is the ‘king of hell-dwellers in the city of fiends. That is our father, the man-lord of 
torment.’ 
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Ingwina). Such a broad range of subjects suggests that the meaning of the term has 
broadened into a generalised use of frea as Lord.184  
 
6) ealdor and 12) hearra  
Two terms designating rulership – hearra and ealdor are part of the same 
group of loanwords and will be discussed successively. Hearra seems to be a 
loanword from OHG, as Green demonstrates.185 OHG hêrro developed from the stem 
hêr, of which it is the comparative, designating ‘older’. The meaning of the term 
shifted from ‘older’ in a simply temporal sense to designating a figure of authority 
and experience. Green reminds us that the semantic association of age with authority 
was common in the Mediterranean world, though not to Germanic culture. The 
expression of such an association is confined to individual Germanic languages and 
finds no equivalent in CG, as Green shows. The specific terms seem to be loaned 
from Greek or Latin rather than original creations.186 Green sees a possible 
connection between hêrro and the Merovingian Lat. senior (older), used as noun 
meaning ‘lord’.187 After the formation of hêrro in OHG, it was then loaned into other 
Germanic languages, and finds its expression in OE in hearra. Neither of the 
spellings of the OE lexeme (hearra / hierra / heorra / herra) suggests a regular 
formation from the OE adjective har (grey, old). Especially the spelling herra 
suggests a proper loan rather than a parallel formation. This conclusion is 
strengthened by the fact that the majority of occurrences of this largely poetic term 
                                                 
184 Among the genitival extensions, however, we also find frumsceafta frea (Exo, l.274, Lord of 
beginnings) and fyrnweorca frea (And l.1410, Lord of first-works). While two occurrences do not 
provide enough evidence to suggest an understanding of frea as temporal first, it is possible that the 
use of the alliterating expressions for frea as Lord of beginnings triggers such an association. This 
would not be the only designation which allows such an interpretation, as we shall see further on in 
the case of ord. 
185 Green, Language and History, p. 116ff. 
186 Green, Language and History, p. 115 
187 Green, Language and History, p. 113. 
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(twenty-six of thirty-six overall occurrences) can be found in Genesis B.188 The term 
furthermore occurs in parallel passages of seven Canticles of the Psalter and one 
Glossary as translation for cardines and in the OE Orosius to designate the dictator 
as being senior over the consuls.  
 
Much more common is the calque ealdor. Crépin counts 115 examples of the 
term in the meaning of ‘lord’ in poetry, fifty-nine of which designate God. It is 
formed from OE eald (aged, experienced, honoured, great) + the adverbial 
comparative suffix –or and therefore is a parallel formation to the OHG hêrro.189 
Ealdor translates Lat. senior for instance in the gloss of the Lindisfarne Gospels, but 
is also used in a number of sources for the translation of military terms. We find 
centurion as well as monarchus or the Greek presbyter among others. The extensions 
found in the prose list many positions of secular authority, such as the leadership 
over a Church or a bakery.190 Ealdor is an administrative term and occurs with high 
frequency in the charters, for example to describe the leader of a Hundred. To return 
to the poetry: while hearra in Genesis is restricted entirely to the interpolated 
Genesis B, ealdor only appears in the rest of the poem (twenty-one times) with one 
exception (Gen B l.639b). This suggests a decision on the part of the translator to 
give preference to the term used by the Heliand poet over the also known OE 
equivalent. Like hearra, ealdor is used for God, man and Satan - even more 
indiscriminately so.191 Contrary to hearra, however, ealdor as designation for God is 
                                                 
188 The use of hearra in Gen B will be discussed in the following chapter in detail. 
189 Ealdor could be an indirect loan from another Germanic language in which the term already 
existed, or from Latin itself. 
190 See Table 1 in Appendix B for a complete list of ealdor’s extensions.  
191 Ælfric uses the term for the Devil in the following passage: ‘Se deað and seo hell is se deofol sylf, 
for ðan ðe he is ealdor ðæs ecan deaðes [...]’ ‘The death and the hell are the Devil himself, because he 
is the Lord of eternal death.’ Ælfric, Sermo ad Populum in Octauis Pentecostem Dicendus,  in 
Homilies of Ælfric: A Supplementary Collection, John C. Pope (ed.), vol. 1, EETS o.s. 295-60 
(London, 1967), p. 441. 
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mainly used with a genitival extension. God can be ealdor over beings, over heaven, 
or of abstract concepts such as light, glory, victory or life, i.e.:  
 
   weoroda ealdor (Chr I l.229) 
   gæsta ealdor (JDay I l.91) 
   heofna ealdor (XSt l.566) 
   swegles aldor (Gen l.862) 
   liohtes aldor (Ps50 l.69)  
   lifes ealdor (PPs 53:7) 
   sigores ealdor (Pr l.40) 
   wuldres aldor (Exo l.270) 
 
The overall use of the term suggests that the connotation of an older, more 
experienced person as ruler is still recognisable in terminology such as ealdorman or 
ealdorbisceop. 
 
7) crist 
The next term to be discussed is crist which, contrary to iesus, occurs 
frequently in Old English poetry and prose, exclusively for God (146 times in the 
poetry). It is an Anglicisation of the Latin christus, itself a royal title derived from 
Greek χριστός.192 χριστός is a verbal adjective and designates a thing or person which 
is ‘smeared on’ or ‘anointed’. It is used in the LXX and the NT to render Aramaic 
mešîḥā, which was transliterated into Greek to μεσσιας.193 χριστός (and its 
transliterations) in the NT and Christian writing in general therefore stand for the 
Messiah, the Anointed, for the royal nature of the Son. The royal title was 
transformed into a personal name in early Christianity and joined Iesus as a double 
name. The full name of Iesus Christus undergoes a partial translation in Old English 
                                                 
192 For the following information on χριστός I will draw on C. Brown, et al., eds., New International 
Dictionary of New Testament Theology, rev. ed., vol. 2 (Carlisle, 1997) and G. Kittel and G. Friedrich, 
eds., Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, transl. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Exeter, 1985). 
193 A detailed study of the Messiah in the OT and the NT can be found in Kittel and Friedrich, eds., 
Theological Dictionary . 
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poetry.194 We find various instances of both, hælend crist (i.e. Phx l.590) and 
nergend crist (i.e. LPr III l.4) as Saviour Christ in the poetic corpus. If we draw 
conclusions from the absence of subjects in the list of extensions, crist seems to 
express the royal nature of Iesus rather than the relationship between the Ruler and 
his subjects.  
   
8) þeoden  
This term is constructed in a similar fashion to drihten, with which it shares 
many characteristics.195 The suffix –en here expresses authority over a þeod (people, 
nation). Green stresses the common ethnicity of the people, and sees in this the 
reason for the decline of this oldest of the terms for kingship. During the migrations, 
he continues, singular ethnicity of a subject group was no longer given, and OHG 
truhtin replaced OHG þiuden in popularity. þeoden has also become archaic within 
the Old English vocabulary. The search provided ninety-six occurrences in total and 
in eighty-nine of these in poetry Kellermann categorises þeoden as equivalent to rex, 
and therefore sees it as an ‘allgemeineren Herrscherbegriff’ (general term for a 
ruler).196 Nevertheless, þeoden forms a collocation parallel to that of drihten / duguð 
with þegn as alliterating counterpart, not with þeod. (i.e. þegnas þrymfæste | þeoden 
heredon - Gen l.15, the glorious retainers worshipped the Ruler). Drihten, of course, 
also habitually connects with duguð, not driht, and the choice of collocation can be a 
stylistic one which avoids a clumsy repetition. The use of both alliterative pairs 
seems closely linked however. The opening lines of Andreas describe the concept of 
apostles as retainers, for example, but use the þeoden / þegn to express this. The 
royal tone associated with þeoden is however still visible in some compound words 
                                                 
194 As mentioned before, the exception to this rule is the twelfth-century Godric’s Prayer, where the 
entire Latin name is simply transliterated into Iesu Christe Nazarene.  
195 The search included the spellings þeoden, þioden, ðeoden and ðioden.  
196 He means that the þeoden incorporates a larger group of followers than drihten and is thus more 
inclusive. Kellermann, 'Studien zu den Gottesbezeichnungen', pp. 27-30. 
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associated with it, as Crépin points out.197 He quotes þeodnes cynegold (Phx l.605b, 
diadem) and þeodenstol (Chr A l.397a, throne) as examples.  
Even though þeoden is a poetic term and archaic by the time of our written 
evidence, its use as an alternative to frea for the secular lord in Beowulf is suggestive 
of its former use as political term.198 Expressions such as the theodenstol mentioned 
above reinforce this impression.  
 
9) heafod  
At first glance this term does not seem to belong to this group. Crépin lists 78 
occurrences in poetry, three of which are designations for God, and remarks that 
heafod retains its primary meaning of head.199 The Head of the Corpus Christi is a 
metaphor for Christ’s authority over Ecclesia and should therefore be placed in the 
field of rulership/authority.200 A similar meaning is conveyed by the term ord, 
which, according to Bosworth/Toller can denote a person who is at the topmost point, 
a head, chief, prince. More frequently, however, ord occupies a temporal plane, be it 
as simplex or as part of the compound ordfruma. It is the source, the beginning, the 
alpha.201 Thus ord is situated between the fields of rulership/authority, creation and 
eternity.  
 
10) hlaford 
This is definitely a non-poetic word, only surpassed in this respect by casere.202 
Only sixty-four of its 1431 occurrences can be found in poetry. The original context 
                                                 
197 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 309. 
198 See, for example þeoden Scyldinga, Bwf l.1871. 
199 Chr I l.4a, Gen A l.4a (heafod eallra) and LPr II l.62a (help and heafod). 
200 Christ as Head of the Corpus Christi is discussed in various places within the following case 
studies, most prominently in the discussion of Lyric 1 in chapter five.  
201 Ælfric, for example, uses it in his first sermon of the Catholic Homilies: ‘He is ordfruma & ende.’ 
Ælfric, 'De Initio Creaturae' in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter Clemoes (ed.), 
EETS s.s.17 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 178-89. 
202 This search includes the spellings hlafard, hlafærd, hlaferd, hlaford and hlafurd. Only the latter 
two spellings are attested in poetry. 
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of hlaford was the domestic sphere (hlaf (loaf) + weard (guardian)), but it has 
widened its scope by the time of written evidence. It appears in charters, laws, and 
other political texts to designate the lordship of the king. Crépin highlights the 
secularity of the expression.203 He demonstrates that hlaford provides a secular 
counterpart to drihten and is used so distinctly, for example in Alfred’s law code:  
 
Ne tæl ðu ðinne Dryhten, ne ðone hlaford þæs folces ne werge þu.204 
 
Drihten here suggests a religious context, even though it can still refer to a secular 
lord. Leofsunu in the Battle of Maldon vows to avenge his winedrihten (friend-lord, 
l.248) in battle. The emphasis on the secular connotation of hlaford, however, is also 
evident in the poetry where only a minority of hlaford expressions designates God. 
Hlaford occurs mainly as simplex and is usually accompanied by a possessive 
personal pronoun: 
     
ac him þæt metod forstod,  
oðþæt se halga         his hlaforde  
Abraham ongan         arna biddan  
ecne drihten.205 (Gen A, ll.2749-52)      
 
The prominent use of personal pronouns as illustrated in the previous passage and the 
contexts in which hlaford appears in the poetry point to a personal relationship 
between the lord and his subject or subjects. It is the extent of this reference to the 
                                                 
203 A. Crépin, ‘Poétique Vieil Anglaise‘, p. 268. 
204 Introduction to the Laws of Alfred, § 37: ‘Do not speak evil of your divine Lord, nor curse you the 
lord of the people.’ F. Liebermann, Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen, vol. 1 (Aalen, 1916), repr. 1960, 
pp. 40-41. Ælfric has no difficulties to employ hlaford for God in his homilies (i.e. hlaforda hlaford, 
once more in Ælfric, De Initio Creaturae,  in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter 
Clemoes (ed.), EETS s.s.17 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 178-89), though such use seems to have been 
controversial for others. In respect of Ælfric’s homilies Crépin mentions an instance where hlaford is 
glossed with drihten, presumably for reasons of clarity.  
205 ‘...but the Ruler denied it to them until the holy one, Abraham, began to pray to his Lord, the 
eternal Lord, for mercy.’ 
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personal that is striking, not the fact alone, since other terms also use this technique, 
though not as regularly. 
 
11) brego 
Brego lacks the personal connection evident in hlaford. All but two of its 
thirty-one occurrences in poetry have a genitival extension which designates the 
subjects of this ruler:206  
                   
           Brego engla beseah  
on Abeles gield         eagum sinum,  
cyning eallwihta,207      (Gen A, ll.976-8) 
 
As designation for a ruler over a people, brego is semantically close to both þeoden 
and cyning. Indeed, brego – like those latter words – can also be employed to 
designate status. Next to þeodenstol and cynestol we find bregostol to designate the 
throne, the seat of power: 
 
let ðone bregostol     Biowulf healdan,  
Geatum wealdan.208 (Bwf ll.2389-90) 
 
The Old Icelandic cognate bragr (vir primarius, princeps) advocates a more 
specialised colouring which is also suggested by the following Old English 
example.209 Similar to frea, brego seems to stress the elevated position of the 
nominee as first of a group. This meaning is preserved in the use of the term in the 
attack of the letter ‘r’ in the fighting Pater Noster in Solomon and Saturn. The ‘r’ is 
                                                 
206 The frequency of my search comprises the combined results of the spellings brego, bregu and 
breogo, including compounds. 
207 ‘The Lord of angels beheld the offering of Abel with his eyes, the King of all-beings.’ 
208 ‘Let Beowulf hold that throne, rule the Geats.’ 
209 The translation of OIc bragr stems from Bosworth and Toller, eds., Bosworth-Toller, p. 122. 
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called the bocstafa brego (l.99, chief/foremost of letters).210 The corresponding entry 
of the DOE suggests that this epithet might be a reference to the similar position of 
the rune Rad, the Latin letter R and the Greek letter Rho in their respective 
alphabetical systems. Rho itself is a reference to Christ and therefore prominent 
among letters.211  
 
13) agend 
Where brego emphasized the rulership over a group, agend expresses divine 
lordship in a more abstract sense. Agend can also be found in legal texts but is more 
common in poetry.212  Another nomen agentis, agend developed from the participle 
of āgan (to own, PG *aigan) and translates owner, possessor. Crépin notes that it 
translates the Latin possessor in the Kentish Glosses.213 It also occurs in a number of 
laws to denote ownership.214 We find a slightly different use in poetry. It expresses 
the lordship of the possessor over that which is his. Indeed, the only compound for 
God which uses agend is agendfrea (i.e. Gen, l.2141b). It emphasises the allusion to 
lordship. The compounds used for a non-divine subject also stress the element of 
lordship. In the Phoenix, for example, such a compound is used to distinguish the 
princes of this world from the spiritual focus of paradise: 
 
     Nis se foldan sceat 
   ofer middangeard mongum gefere 
   folcagendra,215 (Phx, ll.3-5) 
                                                 
210 The alliteration most likely plays a great part in the choice of this formation. That, however, does 
not negate the point that the term here used addresses prominence rather than power, ownership or 
authority.   
211 Healey, ed., The Dictionary of Old English Corpus in Electronic Form , entry to brego. 
212 Only the spelling agend offered results in the search of the Toronto Corpus. Compounds are 
included in the frequency. 
213 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 191. 
214 The laws concerned are mostly earlier ones, including those of Ine and Æthelberht. See F. 
Liebermann, Die Gesetze der Angelsachsen, 3 vols. (Aalen, 1916). 
215 ‘This region of earth is not accessible to many folk-lords across the world.’ 
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The compound folcagend gains special resonance in the context of possession of this 
paradisiacal land. The owner and lord of paradise is God. The only genitival 
extension with agend used for God at all occurs in connection with a location over 
which God is Lord is in fact swegles agend (Possessor of heaven), as he is described 
in Christ II (l.543).  The context is the awaiting of Pentecost by the apostles, who 
follow the commandments of their Prince who has just previously ascended to take 
possession of heaven. All other genitival extensions for God as agend entail abstract 
concepts, such as lif, sigor, wuldor which are contextual referents. To remain with 
Christ II, sigores agend is a designation used by the angels in l.513 to herald Christ 
as the true Lord, victorious and about to ascend into heaven. 
 
14) ræswa  
Ræswa exclusively appears in poetry (twenty-one times in all). 
Bothworth/Toller gives as possible translations ‘counsellor’, ‘prince’ or ‘king’ who 
guides his people or ‘leader’ on a more general note. It seems likely that the guiding 
nature of the lord is apparent to the poets. In the poem Daniel, for example, ræswa is 
used for a counsellor as well as for Nebuchadnezzar as leader of his people. It is used 
in both cases to introduce a considered speech: 
 
   Ða cwæð se ðe wæs      cyninges ræswa216 (Dan, l.416) 
   Swa wordum spræc      werodes ræswa217 (Dan, l.486) 
 
The ‘s’ fighting the devil in the Pater Noster verse of Solomon and Saturn is 
called engla ræswa, but the term is generally secular and only used for God once in 
                                                 
216 ‘The said he who was the counsellor of the king.’ The counsellor here reacts to the unscathed 
youths in the fire and offers information about the Christian faith.  
217 ‘Such words spoke the prince of the host,’ when he acknowledged the hand of God as cause for the 
miracle of the youths in the fire.  
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Andreas, after the intercession by the saint for those Mermedonians just killed by the 
flood, only to be resurrected because of this intercession: 
 
   Þa ðæt ærende        ealwealdan gode 
   æfter hleoðorcwidum     haliges gastes 
   wæs on þanc sprecen,     ðeoda ræswan.218 (And, ll.1620-22) 
 
Again, the term is used in the moment of discourse. 
 
15) casere 
Casere, derived from Lat. caesar, presents us with the most obvious loanword 
of the field.219 Both form and meaning introduce a powerful representative of 
Romanitas into the Old English vocabulary. Along with the strong element of 
humanity within the concept of emperor, this might explain why only eighteen of the 
877 occurrences of the term in Old English are found in poetry. As might be 
expected, the majority of the poetic occurrences can be found in Elene, designating 
Constantine (e.g. Ele ll.42, 70, 175, and 212). Only twice is the word used for God in 
poetry, both times as expression of extreme superiority: 
 
   cyneþrym cyþað,     caseres lof 
   singað on swegle       soðfæstra gedryht, 
   þam anum is        ece weorðmynd 
   forð butan ende.220 (Phx ll.634 – 637) 
 
16) bealdor 
The Etymology of the term is disputed, but a link between the noun and the 
adjective OE beald (bold, brave, strong), literally translating ‘the bold/bolder one,’ 
                                                 
218 When that message had been thoughtfully spoken to the all-ruling God, the Guide of peoples, 
through the discourse of the saint’s soul...’ 
219 The search included the spellings casere and kasere in all its forms. 
220 ‘The company of the righteous proclaims royal majesty, sings the glory of the Emperor in heaven, 
whose alone is honour always without end.’ See also LPr II l.60b. 
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seems likely.221 No matter what its origin, it stresses bravery and strength in the lord 
thus entitled. Bealdor only occurs in poetry, and there only ten times, once 
designating God, and once designating Juliana. The instance in which it refers to God 
is found in Andreas (þeoda bealdor, l.547b). It is always preceded by a genitival 
extension. Crépin wonders whether the rarity of the expression might be linked to its 
use as name for the god Baldr. 222 
 
17) reccend  
Reccend is a nomen agentis that is constructed from reccan (to rule, to guide). 
Like all participial constructions, it stresses the active element which is in this case 
the act of ruling itself. Six of the thirty occurrences of the noun can be found in 
poetry.223 While it is used for God and man alike in prose, all poetic instances refer 
to God. The pun on reccend’s further meaning as ‘unfolder of meaning’ will be 
discussed in detail in the analysis of Advent Lyric II in chapter five. Rihtend, a hapax 
legomenon designating God in poetry, is another form of the same word.224  
 
18) rædend  
Rædend – related in meaning to ræswa – is also a nomen agentis. Constructed 
from OE rædan (to counsel, to advise, to rule), it stresses the element of guidance in 
a ruler, but also means the counsellor. Nine of its thirteen occurrences appear in 
poetry, Among those, only rodera rædend implies rulership, and its four instances all 
designate God (And l.627a, l.816a, Bwf l.1555a, DEg l.23a). Unlike the uses of 
rodera cyning and rodera wealdend, none of these instances pun with rod (cross).  
 
                                                 
221 The search included the spellings bealdor and baldor. 
222 Crépin, 'Désignations du Dieu Chrétien', p. 194. 
223 Dan l.579a, Chr I l.18, Rid 40 3, PPs 101.1, MBo 4:30, and PsFr 101.1.  
224 Christ II l.798. 
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19) mægenwisa  
This term is another hapax legomenon designating God in poetry (Exo l.554). 
The compound mægen (strength, might, power) – wisa (leader) is self-explanatory.  
 
To summarize, this discussion has shown that the priority given to the term 
drihten by the Old English Thesaurus is justified. True, the concept of the driht as 
the followers of Christ is still valid within the extant corpus of poetry - and drihten 
can still be used to express such a specific form of leadership. More importantly, 
however, the equation of dominus with drihten proclaims the universal applicability 
of this designation. Drihten has found a place next to god just as dominus has next to 
deus. The great frequency of the term testifies to that. Hlaford proved to be a secular 
alternative to this and is therefore less prevalent as designation for God. Neither 
drihten nor hlaford seem to be predominantly associated with a kingdom or a people 
that can be ruled. In the case of hlaford, the personal relationship of the subject or 
subjects to his, her or their lord was especially characteristic. 
þeoden, on the other hand, remains linked to the lordship over an ethnic group. 
The term is used to designate status, analogous to brego and cyning and can be used 
to express a similar form of lordship. The genitival extensions that accompany 
þeoden show that – true to its etymology – it is used to denote the ruler of a people, 
not of a land. þeoden shares this characteristic with frea and brego. Notwithstanding, 
the etymologies of the latter two terms describe a different path. Both described 
prominence in the sense of the first.  
 
Prominence as justification for lordship is only one distinctive trend. It is 
shared by ord and heafod as well. Ealdor and hearra expressed prominence through 
the authority of experience and age. This implies another aspect of lordship, 
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however: that of guidance and counsel. Ræswa, reccend and rædend all expressed 
such guidance through counsel. While the words are numerous, their occurrences are 
not. These terms do not seem to be the most obvious choice for the expression of 
rulership. More frequent are wealdend and agend. Lordship is here expressed 
through power wielded over the subjects. Both terms imply ownership in some sense. 
Both terms also refer to God as Giver. God in this sense holds possession, especially 
of such abstract concepts as life or victory, but also of beings. They are in his power. 
Therefore he is the source. Meotod should be included in this category, as the 
Measurer is the provider of providence. Power also appears in a more direct form. 
While the last three terms expressed active aspects of such power, bealdor and 
mægenwisa refer to the embodied attribute of strength and power. This is the 
potential rather than its execution. It is noteworthy that the only two terms that have 
not been classified in any of these categories are the two transliterations from Latin, 
crist and casere. Both have retained their original meanings.  
 
The terms within this field of rulership/authority are clearly not synonymous. 
As the hierarchy of the wordfield in Figure 1 of Appendix B shows, the terms can be 
largely categorised in a number of semantic subgroups which further qualify the 
nature of lordship expressed by the individual terms. While we have conceptual 
groupings in breadth, only one level of hierarchy structures the field: both drihten 
and hlaford denote lordship in its most general sense – more complex meanings find 
their expressions in the next level. Multiple terms can be used to express the same 
meaning. Brego, frea, heafod, and ord can all be used to designate the first in 
authority. This does not make them synonymous, as fig. 1 shows. Three of these 
terms can also express lordship in other aspects, and two of them (heafod and ord) 
even have meanings outside the field of rulership/authority. What we have here is 
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therefore not a structured hierarchy of classification, but patterns of meaning 
interlaced by terms which occupy multiple places within a semantic web.  
The tree diagram of Figure 1 as a representation of this semantic web is 
overly simplified, of course. The preceding analysis has already shown that the 
implications of meaning and the usage of the term draw a much more complex 
picture than the canvas of a semantic analysis can hold. The term ealdor, for 
example, evidently denotes a person whose authority derives from their age. 
However, only a closer analysis of the extensions of this central term and its usage 
can demonstrate the extent to which this term can be used for a human being, for 
God, and for Satan to denote various positions within the Church, military use as 
well as administration or trade, to name but a few possibilities. The usage is 
consistent with its application for someone in authority due to maturity in age and/or 
experience. How much more can be learnt therefore when a term is studied more 
closely, with its historical context in mind and with a special concern for the 
extensions with which it occurs? 
  
3.2. Cyning 
I will consider cyning and its extensions in such a closer study.225 Table 2 of 
Appendix B lists all extensions for God as [cyning] within the poetry in order of their 
frequency. The DOE names ~7700 occurrences of cyning in the entire Old English 
Corpus. According to my search of the electronic corpus, 540 of these appear in 
poetry.226 Cyning is therefore a generally non-poetic word and thus would have been 
                                                 
225 ‘Cyning’ offers the largest number of variants in spelling of any of the terms in the lord-group. The 
spellings counted for this frequency are: Cyning, cining, cyninc, cyng, cing, kyng, kinging and king, 
including compounds. 
226 Crépin only counts 331 ex. in poetry, 305 of which designate God.  
3.2. Cyning  
 85 
very much alive in contemporary language. Its frequency places it about half-way 
between drihten and wealdend in poetry as well as in prose. God is named cyning 
328 times within poetry. Sixteen designations with cyning as central term express 
God’s relation to an earthly king.227 Earthly kings appear 201 times as cyning in 
poetry, and Satan is called so five times. The greater frequency of the otherwise 
political term cyning as designation for God should be viewed in light of the largely 
religious nature of the poetry. In the case of cyning, frequency is influenced by 
subject matter and context rather than by the connotations of the term. One reason for 
this could be the corresponding meaning of the term in relation to divine and human 
kingship. The simplex cyning is used sixty-eight of the 201 times for a human king 
as opposed to only thirty-eight of 328 occurrences in the case of God. The general 
applicability of cyning in combination with the need to distinguish the 
divine/human/diabolic designata might in turn be responsible for the relatively small 
number of simplexes used in the poetry. The smaller number of simplexes used for 
God suggests either that the human title is more fixed in meaning or use (it is still the 
default meaning) than the divine designation, or that there is a greater need to clarify 
the nature of God as King through the use of components. It is quite evident that the 
majority of expressions of kingship in Old English poetry refer to Christ or God 
without distinction between the two. While we find expressions specifically applied 
to Christ (i.e. crist cyning), we do not find any such specifications for the Father or 
the Holy Spirit. This does not pose a great problem, as the offices of the persona of 
the Trinity were interchangeable.  
Etymologically, cyning is derived from the stem cyn and the patronymic suffix 
–ing (to descend from). The stem cyn can refer to a kind, a people, a family, or (more 
distinctly) a royal family.  The source is the same as that for its OHG equivalent 
                                                 
227 Next to the Hebrew superlative of cyninga cyning, to which we shall return below, these are other 
superlatives, such as cyninga betst (Meno l.52), for example. 
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kuning, which, as D.H. Green explains, is a successor of PG *kuniz, itself derived 
from PG *kunjam (kindred).228 Green therefore understands kuning as ‘someone who 
represents or incorporates the royal kindred’.229 The OE prefix cyne, derived from 
cyn and translated by the DOE as kingly or royal, supports a similar understanding 
for OE cyning. Indeed, we find a vast number of cyne- compounds that denote royal 
status.230 Cyning thus refers to a lord who descends from or represents the royal 
kindred, the stirps regia.  
 
Such a definition for kingship does not imply exclusivity. Multiple cyninga are 
possible. Indeed, Green gives the example of five kings of Wessex who were killed 
in 626 and claims that cyning was equivalent to the Roman reguli or regales at this 
point.231 Examples for joint kingship are not uncommon in Anglo-Saxon England 
and the continent. Ian Wood points out an early example in the case of Clovis and the 
Merovingian dynasty. 232   
 
We can also find examples for joint kingship in Anglo-Saxon England.233 
Multiple kings also imply a group of eligible candidates from which to choose them. 
                                                 
228 Green, Language and History, p. 129 ff.  
229 Green mentions three possible uses of the suffix –ing in OHG: the patronymic sense, to denote 
someone who belongs to or is connected with the stem, or as a simple extension. He argues for the 
latter.  Ibid., p. 131. 
230 To name but a few examples: cynebearn (royal child), cynebend (royal crown), cyneboren (of royal 
birth), cynecynn (royal family), cynedom (royal authority, kindgom), cynegyrd (royal sceptre), 
cynegyrela (royal robe), cynehad (kingship), cynerice (kingdom, realm), cynestol (throne). 
231 Green, Language and History, p. 133. 
232 I. N. Wood, 'Kings, Kingdoms and Consent' in Early Medieval Kingship, P. H. Sawyer and Ian. N. 
Wood (eds.) (Leeds, 1977), pp. 6-29. Here different members of the royal family shared a joint 
kingship. While the kings could have their capitals in different towns, the territory was not distributed 
among them. They shared the rule over the entire kingdom. 
233 Alfred’s son Edward co-signed a charter with his father in 898 as Eadward rex. 
Alfred, the primary signatory, signs as Alfred rex Saxonum. S 350. at S. Miller, The 
New Regesta Regum Anglorum: A searchable edition of the corpus of Anglo-Saxon 
royal diplomas 670-1066, 22.05.2001, Available: 
http://www.trin.cam.ac.uk/chartwww/NewRegReg.html. Edward appears here in a 
secondary position. We also see joint kingships of equal standing in Anglo-Saxon 
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The political expression of the association of the term cyning with royal kindred 
(ergo no fixed successor) functions as justification for a practice that supports the 
concept of a dynasty with equal rights to the throne as opposed to single inherited 
succession. In his discussion of the term æþeling, David Dumville brings the various 
problems to light which such a flexible system poses:234  
 
We may be fairly confident however, that all those who were eligible by 
virtue of descent were called æþelings.235 
 
Æþel-ing is alike to cyning in its nature and is also used for Christ, for example in 
Phx l.319.236 In secular use the term designates a descendant from a royal house, a 
prince, one could say, instead of the prince. Just as it is possible to have multiple 
kings it is also possible to have a number of princes equally eligible for the throne. 
Legitimacy, both for a king and for his potential successor, could be achieved in two 
ways. The first of these is the right genealogy. J. M. Wallace-Hadrill uses the words 
of Alcuin to reveal the importance of royal blood and the belonging to a gens regia 
for a suitable successor to kingship.237 Wallace-Hadrill explains earlier that Offa 
used an elaborate genealogy to trace his origins back to the kings of Angel, as this 
helped to ‘legitimize his rule at a time when it was challenged.’238 One of the reasons 
for Offa’s choice of a genealogy for this purpose is the wider dissemination of a the 
Bible in the second half of the eighth century, as Wallace-Hadrill states: 
 
The Bible has a recurrent concern with genealogy; we find it notably in 
the Old Testament but also in the New: St. Matthew starts with a 
                                                                                                                                          
England. Two famous examples from the eleventh century are the co-regencies of 
Harold Harefoot with Harthacnut and of Harthacnut with Edward the Confessor. 
234 D. N. Dumville, 'The Æþeling: a Study in Anglo-Saxon Constitutional History', ASE 8 (1979): 1-
33. 
235 Ibid., p. 18. 
236 ‘Ece is se æþeling se þe him þæt ead gefeð.’ (Eternal is that prince who gave him that bliss). 
237 J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship in England and on the Continent: The Ford 
Lectures delivered in the University of Oxford in Hilary Term 1970 (Oxford, 1971), pp. 119-20. 
238 Ibid., p. 113. 
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genealogy of Christ the King, which in St. Chad’s and the MacRegol 
Gospels is framed in colour to enhance its importance.239 
 
The legitimacy of Christ as King is mirrored among the cyning-extensions within the 
poetic corpus. We find twenty-four designations with extensions in the forms [soð] + 
[cyning] (i.e. Ele l.444, Jul l.224, MBo 20.246) or [on riht] + [cyning] (i.e. And ll.120 
and 324, or Chr l. 18). God is the true King, he is King by right, lawful. This can be 
understood as an affirmation of divine kingship as the essence which underlies all 
kingship. God is cyninga cyning, a designation to which we shall return below. He is 
the origin of all legitimacy. The expression on riht cyning is used in this way in 
Wulfstan’s Institutes of Polity in the chapter on the heavenly King, as we shall also 
see below. Another example of the same designation shows however that legitimacy 
through genealogy is a valid interpretation of this designation: 
 
   þurh clæne gecynd     þu eart cyning on riht, 
   clæne and cræftig.240 (Glor I, ll. 52-53) 
 
Christ entered this world as King by right, pure and mighty, through the pure 
incarnation of the virgin birth into the house of David. God himself does not need 
such a legitimisation. The passage rather demonstrates legitimate kingship by 
example. 
 
Legitimacy through blood nevertheless allows for a group of princes eligible 
for succession to a royal throne. Even the specification of an heir by the ruling king 
did not guarantee succession by this person. Offa lends himself once more as 
example, as he went to great lengths to ensure the succession of his son Ecgfrith: he 
had Ecgfrith ordained king alongside him and seems to have thoroughly disposed of 
                                                 
239 Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, p. 113. 
240 ‘Through pure birth, you are King by right, pure and mighty.’ 
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all other eligible relatives.241  Dumville sees here a possible reason for the distant 
relation of Offa’s real successor, once his son was no longer able to succeed his 
father.242 Once a potential king did succeed to the throne however, consecration (be it 
anointing or some other ritual) would strengthen any hereditary claims. Charlemagne 
was sent to Rome by his father to be anointed by the pope and thus furthered the 
close relations and dependencies between himself and the Church in Rome, modelled 
upon the Eastern Emperors.243 Per Beskow describes how this model of rule was 
depicted in the era of Constantine by theologians and panegyrists: 
 
In this literature the Christian empire is represented as an image of the 
heavenly monarchy, and caesar as an earthly parallel to Christ.244 
 
Just as the caesar in this view, kings such as Offa could understand themselves as 
representatives of Christ for their people. They would rule the populo dei per gratia 
dei (the people of God through the grace of God). The definitive legitimisation of a 
king comes from God. Offa brings the two legitimisations of blood and God together 
when he addresses himself in the following way in a charter of 764: 
 
Ego Offa rex Merciorum regali prosapia Merciorum oriundus atque 
omnipotentis dei dispensatione eiusdem constitutus in regem245 
 
The relationship of heavenly King and earthly representative finds precise expression 
in Wulfstan’s Institutes of Polity, a text which offers a detailed analysis of the roles 
of each member of society. The first section on the king in MS CCCC 201 begins as 
follows: 
                                                 
241 Dumville, 'The Æþeling', pp. 19-20. 
242 Ecgfrith himself died before his father. 
243 Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship, pp. 113-14. 
244 P. Beskow, Rex Gloriae: The Kingship of Christ in the Early Church, trans. Eric J. Sharp 
(Stockholm, 1962), p. 24. For a more thorough analysis of this concept, see S. MacCormack, Art and 
Ceremony in Late Antiquity (London, 1981), and M. McCormick, Eternal Victory: Triumphal 
Rulership in Late Antiquity, Bysantium, and the Early Medieval West (Cambridge, 1986). 
245 ‘I Offa, king of the Mercians, descendant of the royal lineage of the Mercians and by the provision 
of Almighty God made king by [God] himself.’ S 105. Miller, Regesta Regum Anglorum.  
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(1) Christenum cyninge gebyrað swiðe rihte, þæt he sy on fæder stæle 
cristenra þeode (2) and on ware and on wearde Cristes gespeliga, 
ealswa he geteald is,246 
 
Two manuscripts of the Institutes – MSS BL Cotton Nero A I and Bodleian Junius 
121 – precede the passage on the earthly king with a chapter entitled Be heofonlicum 
cyninge (On the heavenly King).  
 
1) In nomine domini. An is ece cyning, wealdend and wyrhta ealra 
gesceafta. 
2) He is on riht cyning and cyninga wuldor and earla cyninga betst, þe 
æfre gewurde oððe geweorðe.  
3) Him symble sy lof and wuldor and ece wyrðmynt a to worulde. 
Amen.247 
 
The passage as a whole can be separated into three parts. The first establishes God’s 
relation to creation as a whole. He is One, he is the eternal King, an active Ruler and 
the Creator of all beings. The third part of the passage continues by calling for 
eternal praise for the Highest of the high. Between these two lies the passage of our 
concern. The chapter on the earthly king described this king’s role as representative 
of Christ. This passage on the heavenly King now describes what the divine King is 
to the earthly one. The expression of on riht cyning as definitive source of 
legitimisation has been mentioned before. The second designation for God in this 
sentence, cyninga wuldor, is of special interest here. Its appearance in this text of 
rhythmic prose is the only instance in which cyninga wuldor appears outside poetry. 
Another twelve occurrences appear within the poetry, and cyninga wuldor is part of a 
very prominent group of designations which collocate [cyning] and [wuldor]. Wuldor 
                                                 
246 ‘It behoves the Christian king very well that he be on father’s stead to his Christian people and that 
he be in defence and protection the representative of Christ, as he is called,...’ Wulfstan, Institutes of 
Polity, p. 40. The relationship between the earthly king and Christ has parallels in the OT, where the 
king of Judah is adopted as the son of Yahweh and participates in the kingship of God. See Eaton, 
Kingship, pp. 146-49. 
247 ‘1) In the name of the Lord. One is eternal King, Wielder and Maker of all created beings. 2) He is 
rightly King and the Glory of kings, and the Best of all kings, who ever was or will be. 3) Him be 
praise forever, and glory and eternal praise, world without end. Amen.’ 
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is to be understood in the same way as it is used in Psalm 88:15 of the Paris Psalter 
for example: Forþon þu heora mægenes eart mærost wuldor... (For you are the 
greatest glory of their might), which is a literal translation of the Latin text. This is a 
metonymic expression, since God is Glory by being the source of glory. PPs 83:11 
tells us as much explicitly:  
 
   Forþon god lufað    geornast ealles, 
   þæt man si mildheort    mode soðfæst, 
   þonne him god gyfeð    gyfe and wuldor.248 
 
God as Source for human glory is also expressed in another Old English designation 
for God. Elene (l.681), the Descent into Hell (l.42) and the Creed (l.48) among others 
speak of the wereda wuldorgifa (Giver of glory to the multitudes). Glory in this 
context does not only relate to the inner glory in the good man in relation to God, but 
also – in the case of a king – to external glory, might and greatness, as expressed in 
Psalm 21:6 for King David:  
 
Magna est gloria eius in salutari tuo, magnificentiam et decorem impones 
super eum;249 
 
The cyninga wuldor of Wulfstan’s Institutes can therefore be understood to designate 
God as Source of glory for earthly kings. The passage would then state that God, the 
Superior of all kings (ealra cyninga betst), is the Foundation of their legitimacy and 
the Source of their glory, internal as well as external.  
The concept of God as Instigator of the glory of kings in all senses of the 
word glory – honour, greatness, might, reputation – is not reserved for Christian 
                                                 
248 ‘For God loves best of all that man of merciful and truthful mind. Therefore God gives him grace 
and glory.’ 
249 ‘His glory is great in thy salvation: glory and great beauty shall thou lay upon him.’ 
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kings alone, as another biblical passage will show. When Daniel explains the dream 
to Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 2:37, he says:  
 
Tu rex regum es, et Deus caeli regnum et fortitudinem et imperium et 
gloriam dedit tibi;250 
 
A hapax legomenon in Beowulf should be viewed from this perspective. Hrothgar has 
just given a speech in which he accepts Beowulf as protector of his hall and has 
retired to his queen for the night. The narrator now tells us that 
 
    Hæfde kyningwuldor 
  Grendle togeanes,     swa guman gefrungon, 
  seleweard aseted;251  (Bwf, ll. 665-7) 
 
The subject of the reference kyningwuldor would be ambiguous if we accept the 
DOE translation of glorious king. It could well be attributed to Hrothgar who has 
indeed accepted Beowulf as such a guardian of the hall only a few lines above. Yet 
Hroþgar did not send for Beowulf, but rather accepted what providence has supplied 
for him.  
If we translate kyningwuldor as ‘Glory of kings’ however, that which is 
referred to can only be God. Concerning God’s protection, Hrothgar stands in line 
with Nebuchadnezzar and other great pagan kings. Believers or not, they are subject 
to the power of a God who ‘changes times and ages: taketh away kingdoms and 
establishes them, giveth wisdom to the wise, and knowledge to them that have 
understanding’ as expressed in Daniel 2:21. The Source of glory of all kings, and 
therefore the Source of Hrothgar’s greatness, strength and renown – God – has sent a 
guardian of the hall against Grendel.  
                                                 
250 ‘Thou art a king of kings: and the God of heaven hath given thee a kingdom, and strength, and 
power, and glory.’ 
251 ‘Kyningwuldor had set a guardian of the hall against Grendel, as men have learnt.’ 
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The same meaning of Source of glory is to be understood in respect to the 
most frequent extension for God as king: wuldorcyning and its non-compound form 
wuldres cyning.252 Even though this translates as King of glory rather than Glory of 
kings, the principle is the same. Just as wealdend and agend have shown how terms 
of power and possession can express the source of something granted to men, so can 
wuldorcyning here allude to the authority who distributes glory. This does not always 
have to be the case however. Wuldorcyning might also express the glory of God 
himself, as in glorious King. Other extensions attest to this, for example: tir cyning 
(And l.485) or tireadig cyning (LPr II l.56) 
 
One of the aspects of the glory granted by God is that of victory. God is 
described as king of victories, sigora + [cyning], six times.253 All six instances use 
either soð (true) or self to legitimise the designation. The thought behind this is clear. 
No matter what the victory or how it is achieved, there is ultimately no victory 
without God. The conversion stories of Constantine and Offa come to mind here. 
Victory was gained as soon as they placed their armies under the standard of the 
cross. The cross functions as standard for Christ as well. The symbolism of the 
banner is explained in Venantius Fortunatus’ hymn In Honore Sanctae Crucis:  
 
Vexilla regis prodeunt,  
fulget crucis mysterium,  
quo carne carnis conditor  
suspensus est patibulo.254 
                                                 
252 Examples would be for wuldorcyning: And l.418, Az l.77, Bwf l.2795, Guth l.596, and Whale l.67. 
Wuldres cyning can be found, for instance, in Chr l.565, DrR l.133, OrW l.95, and Seasons l.74. 
253 We find sigora self cyning in Gen l.1797 and sigora soðcyning in Bwf l.3055, Chr l.1228, OrW 
l.67, and Phx ll.329/493. 
254 ‘The royal standards are raised, the mystery of the cross shines where the creator of all flesh was in 
the flesh upon the crossbar.’ V. Fortunatus, Hymnus in Honore Sanctae Crucis,  in Venantii Honori 
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Deshman points out that the cross-staff is also used as a royal banner in manuscript 
illuminations.255 The appearance of Christ, however, is not only royal. It is imperial, 
as Deshman describes for the depictions of Christ in the Benedictional of 
Æþelwold.256 The designation casere was present in the list of rulership/authority, 
even though it is seldom used for God. We can, furthermore, find a range of 
designations for an imperial Christ even among the designations for God as cyning. 
First and foremost stands the Hebrew superlative cyninga cyning.257  The simple 
form occurs only once, in Andreas (l.1192). While the Kentish Hymn calls upon 
cyninga cyning cwicera gehwilces (KtH, l. 15, King of kings of all living beings) 
nine other instances call upon ealra cyninga cyning (King of all kings).258 This 
specification - especially with the addition of hyst (Guth, ll. 16-7) – stresses the 
comparison between kings even more fully. The superiority of God as superior King 
above all other kings also underlies the popular designations of [heah] + [cyning]. As 
in Guthlac, superlatives are also in fashion here. They are especially prominent in 
Judgement Day I, where we find mægencyninga hyst (l.6), but also heofoncyninga 
hyst (l. 108) to which we shall return below.  
 
The greatest variety among the extensions for the cyning-group can be 
witnessed among the attributive descriptions. A comparative look at these attributes 
and those implicit in the other terms of the rulership/authority field reveals some 
                                                                                                                                          
Clementiani Fortunati Presbyteri Italici Opera Poetica, Friedrich Leo (ed.), MGH Auctores 
Antiquissimi IV.i (Berlin, 1881), pp. 34-35, p. 34.  
255 R. Deshman, 'Christus Rex et Magi Reges: Kingship and Christology in Ottonian and Anglo-Saxon 
Art', Frühmittelalterliche Studien 10 (1976): 367-405, p. 371. 
256 Ibid., p. 399. 
257 A Hebrew Superlative repeats the same term with a Genitive plural to demonstrate that this 
designated person is the greatest of his kind. Rev 19:16, for example names rex regum et dominus 
dominorum (King of kings, and Lord of Lords) in this sense.  
258 These are: And l.978, Chr ll.136/215, Guth l.17, JDay I l.95, Jul l.289, Pr l.42, Summons l.19, and 
XSt l. 204. 
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parallels. Again we have the parallel lines of authority, military power and 
experienced guidance: might (mægencyning, i.e. Chr l.916; cyning ælmihtig, i.e. 
Guth l.822), courage (gust ealra cyninga, i.e. Hell l.93) and honour (wærfæst cyning, 
And l.416) belong to the military Lord. Justice (domfæst cyning, i.e. Az l.99) and 
mercy (bliðheort cyning, i.e. Gen l.192) at the same time belong to the wisdom (wis 
cyning, i.e. MBo 24.34) of a good guiding Lord. Notwithstanding his superiority in 
power, he is beloved, not feared by his people because he is perfect in every respect. 
He is glorious in might as well as pure and radiant.  
 
Lastly, a few designations refer explicitly to Christ as King. While crist cyning 
(i.e. Az l.103) is a reiteration in itself, ahangnan cyning (i.e. Ele l.453) is 
theologically more interesting: it combines the event of the crucifixion with a look 
into the future of salvation which holds the coming of the Kingdom of Heaven. The 
expressions hælend cyning (i.e. Crd l.10) and nergend cyning (i.e. Res l.50) are 
translations of the name Jesus Christ. 
 
God is described as King of beings in sixty-one instances. Most general are 
those that speak of beings as a whole, such as gehwæs (being, i.e. Chr l.703)), wiht 
(being, i.e. Exo l.421), cwicera gehwilces (all living, i.e. KtHy l.15), or gesceafta 
(created beings, i.e. Chr l.1152). In some cases, stress is laid on the fact that they are 
living, created, or pure. More difficult is the extension weoroda, as this may mean 
heavenly hosts, earthly multitudes, or both. God is called King of the angels 
seventeen times.259 The addition of heah- or heofon- in three of these seems to be due 
to alliteration. God is also King of souls (gast, i.e Res l.40 and sawle, PPs 120.7) and 
men (moncynn i.e. XSt l.697, mon, i.e. XSt ll.687-8). In contrast to the numerous 
                                                 
259 See, for example FAp l.119 or LPr II l.13.  
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instances of God as king of heaven, he is called King of earth only three times, twice 
of middangeard (middle-earth, And l. 700 and Phx l.664) and once of worlde (world, 
Dan l.426). God’s Kingship of heaven sets him apart from the human king, who is 
frequently named eorðcyning or woruldcyning.260 [Heaven] + [King] is therefore a 
distinctly divine appellation. [Heaven] is also the second most frequent extension to 
[cyning]. A more detailed study of its occurrences will yield more information about 
the usage of such a term as its frequency will allow patterns to emerge and standards 
to become detectable.  
 
3.2.1. Heaven King 
 
Sermons frequently describe Christ as the Heavenly King, enthroned in a 
palace gleaming with gold and precious stones; the angels form his 
bodyguard and the martyrs his philoi; he is the supreme commander of 
the militia Christiana: he presides over the imperial games of life, like 
Caesar in his circus, and crowns the victor.261 
 
Per Beskow uses these words to describe the concept of the Heaven King as it is 
reflected in the literature of the Theodosian period, particularly by John Chrysostom. 
The Heaven King of Old English poetry could be (and is) described in similar words. 
The following discussion of the sixty-eight instances in which God is named 
[heaven] + [cyning] will show this. Table 4 in Appendix B forms the basis of the 
following discussion. All occurrences of [heaven] + [cyning] within the poetry are 
listed there with contextual information. The group contains the following 
variants:262 
 
                                                 
260 i.e. Az l.26, Bwf l.1155, or PPs 75.9 for eorðcying and Az l.185, Bwf l.1684, or Gen l.2337 for 
woruldcyning. 
261 Beskow, Rex Gloriae, p. 15. Once more, see also MacCormack, Art and Ceremony and 
McCormick, Eternal Victory for a more detail discussion of Christ the victorious King.  
262 For a full list of all occurrences of all forms and their context, see Appendix B: Table 3. 
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cyning on roderum 
halig heofoncyning 
halig heofones cyning 
heah heofoncyning 
heahcyning heofones 
heofona cyning 
heofona heahcying 
heofoncyning 
heofoncyninga hyhst 
heofones cyning 
heofones heahcyning 
heofonlica cyning 
rodera cyning 
rodorcyning 
sweglcyning  
 
 
With sixty occurrences, heofon is the most common extension for this type of 
designation. The expression usually takes the form of the compound heofoncyning 
which allows the readings ‘King of heaven, King of the heavens and heavenly King’. 
Only five occurrences with [heofon] as extension for [cyning] use the singular 
genitive ending –es, while the suffix –a signals the plural form ‘heavens’ sixteen 
times (the compound occurs thirty-eight times). Such variation in number is not 
surprising since the word heaven can refer to the heavenly abode of God as one, or as 
the sum of heavenly spheres beyond the firmament which is visible from the earth. 
These are called upon, for example, in Psalm 148:4:  
 
Laudate eum caeli caelorum et aquae quae super caelos sunt. 263 
 
Many of the [heofon] + [cyning] compositions are further extended by either of the 
attributive qualifiers heah (high, seventeen occ.) or halig (holy, three occ.). Rodor, a 
more technical term applying to the sky or the firmament, appears six times with 
cyning and will be discussed below. Rodor also occurs as extension to rædend, 
weard, and wealdend, but does not appear with any other designation for God. Swegl, 
again a more technical term for sky, is used to denote the abode of God in a variety 
of designations, but is used only once as an extension for [cyning].264  
                                                 
263 ‘Praise him, ye heavens of heavens: and let all the waters that are above the heavens.’ 
264 Ceaster is another term often used to denote heaven. It only collocates with cyning three times 
however (Chr l.578 and XSt ll.256 and 655). In each case ceaster is a location which is linked to the 
King by preposition, rather than being part of a designation for God. 
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[Heaven] + [cyning] designations occur within twenty-four poems, all of 
Christian subject matter.265 The spread here is broad. This combination of the two 
terms is found in the Old Testament narrations of the Junius manuscript and in one 
Psalm. All three Christ poems use the term, as well as the Creed. It also occurs in a 
number of Saints’ Lives and Prayers, as well as in some exhortations towards 
Christian living and in one of the Judgement Day poems. Its absence from the Dream 
of the Rood is striking, since the crucifixion is one of the contexts in which the term 
is found.266 It is usually found once or twice within these poems, though Christ III 
and Genesis A have six occurrences each and Andreas and Elene both have seven. 
Fourteen uses of heofoncyning in Genesis B alone are extraordinary in this picture 
and deserve special consideration:  
 
Hnigon þa mid heafdum         heofoncyninge  
georne togenes         and sædon ealles þanc,  
lista and þara lara.267  (Gen B, ll. 237-9) 
 
God appears as Heaven King at the beginning of Genesis B when Adam and Eve, 
who have just been prohibited from eating the fruit, acknowledge the commandment 
of their Master. The term occurs the last time in l. 843, when Adam and Eve sit apart 
in the green forest and await the orders of the Heaven King whom they have failed. 
The intervening twelve occurrences function as signal words that alert the reader to 
the subject of Satan’s enmity and to the object of his hate and attack.268 It is precisely 
                                                 
265 Genesis A and B, Exodus, Daniel, Christ and Satan, PPs-Psalm 67, Christ I, II, III, Creed, 
Phoenix, Andreas, Elene, Guthlac A and B, Juliana, Kentish Hymn, Lords Prayer III, Prayer, 
Resignation, Rune Poem, Order of the World, Seasons for Fasting and Judgement Day I. 
266 We do however find heofona hlaford in the crucifixion sequence of the Dream of the Rood on line 
45. 
267 ‘They eagerly bowed their heads towards the Heaven King and thanked him for his skills and those 
instructions.’ 
268 Please see Appendix B, Table 4 for a list of these other occurrences.  
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the repetition of the same expression fourteen times in approximately 600 lines that 
gives such a sharp outline to Satan’s opponent, the rightful Master – God. Yet all 
occurrences of heofoncyning in Genesis B are also set within two contexts that 
feature instances of the Heaven King in other poems as well. The first of those is the 
rebellion of Satan. 
 
The understanding that Yahweh, the Creator of heaven and earth, is resident in 
heaven seems to have been taken over from Canaanite religion.269 Yahweh is now 
seen as King of heaven, enthroned and surrounded by heavenly beings. OT Satan can 
also be found in heaven, where he functions as accuser of men before God. The 
rebellion and fall of Satan is a view from a New Testament / Apocryphal perspective 
on Old Testament material. Apart from Genesis B this theme is accompanied by 
expressions of the [heofon] + [cyning] in Genesis A (l. 50), Christ and Satan (ll. 182 
and 316, once by Satan and once by the narrator), and Andreas (l. 1381). The 
opposition of Satan to the Heaven King remains even after the Fall. We have seen 
this expressly in Genesis B, where all occurrences appear in the narration of the Fall 
of Man. We see the same in the Saints’ Lives of Guthlac (l. 617) and Juliana (l.360) 
where the soldiers of Christ fight vicarious battles against the minions of Satan, who 
will be discussed further in chapter four.  
 
A similar fight had been fought – and lost – by Adam and Eve. Another context 
encompasses the use of Heaven King in this case: that of the covenant. Obedience 
was the role expected to be fulfilled by Adam and Eve to carry out within this 
covenant. The term heofoncyning appears at turning points in their move towards 
disobedience, such as the arrival of the tempting devil (l. 463), his apparition to 
                                                 
269 See Kittel and Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary on ‘Heaven’. 
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Adam (l.494) and temptation (l.505), etc. [Heofon] + [cyning] also describes God in 
the narration of two other crucial moments of obedience as part of the covenant. The 
designation is used in Genesis A (l. 2918) and in Exodus (l.410) at the moment at 
which Abraham is about to obey God in the sacrifice of Isaac. Moses also keeps his 
part of the covenant with the Heaven King in Seasons for Fasting (ll. 4 and 10) and 
in Elene (l. 367). 
 
Heaven King also occurs at a pivotal point in the formation of the new 
covenant: the crucifixion. The paronomasic pun of rod (cross) and rodor is 
responsible for three uses of [rodor] + [cyning] in Elene (ll. 624, 886, 1074) and one 
in Christ II (l. 727) and Juliana (l. 447) each. Yet in Elene (l. 460) the expression is 
altered to cyning on roderum in order to alliterate with crist while Christ III uses 
heofoncyning (l. 1086). In both occurrences, the context is the crucifixion:  
 
   Ne bið him to are     þæt þær fore ellþeodum 
   usses dryhtnes rod     ondweard stondeð, 
   beacna beorhtast,     blode bistemed, 
   heofoncyninges    hlutran dreore, 
   biseon mid swate,    þæt ofer side gesceaft 
   scire scineð.270     (Chr III ll.1083-1088) 
 
This instance describes the cross at the day of Judgement, where it appears in the 
sky, as joy for the good and as terror for the bad. The passage has much in common 
with the cross as standard in the conversion stories of Constantine and Offa discussed 
above. Indeed, Elene (l. 170) contains the expression heofoncyninges [tacen] to 
describe the sign that has just led Constantine to victory. 
                                                 
270 ‘Nor will it be of help to them that the cross of our Lord stands there, present, before the nations of 
the world, the brightest of beacons, moist with blood, the Heaven King’s pure blood, drenched in that 
fluid, so that it shines brightly across wide creation.’  
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The Owner of this standard, the Cross, is Christ, the Heaven King who is 
enthroned in the heavenly Jerusalem. Lyric III of the Advent Lyrics describes the 
heavenly Jerusalem to which heofones cyning returns in line 61:  
 
   Eala sibbe gesihð,      sancta hierusalem, 
   cynestola cyst,    cristes burglong, 
   engla eþelstol,     ond þa ane in þe 
   saule soðfæstra     simle gerestað, 
   wuldrum hremge.271 (Chr I ll. 50-54) 
 
Enthroned in that wondrous city the Heaven King is worshipped by the angels and 
the blessed. [heofon] + [cyning] appears five more times in this context: Andreas (l. 
723), Daniel (l. 407), Elene (l.747), the Phoenix (l. 616), and Prayer (l.55). 
Nevertheless, he is not only the King of heaven, but as King of heaven he is also 
Lord and King over all mankind. Even though the King is seated in heaven it is still 
possible for his people to communicate with him:  
 
[...] the Eucharist is compared to a royal audience, constant emphasis 
being placed on the fear and trembling in which the faithful ought to 
approach the King, present in the bread and wine.272 
 
We don’t have an exact statement that ties the Eucharist to the royal audience in Old 
English poetry. We do, however, have a passage in the Creed where Sancta Ecclesia 
worships God and thus stand before God in this sense:  
 
   Sanctam ęcclesiam catholicam 
   Eac ic gelyfe    þæt syn leofe gode 
   þe þurh ænne geþanc      ealdor heriað 
                                                 
271 ‘O vision of peace, holy Jerusalem, best of royal thrones, homeland of Christ, native seat of angels, 
where those alone, the souls of the steadfast, always dwell exultant in glory.’ 
272 Beskow, Rex Gloriae, p. 15. 
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   heofona heahcyning     her for life273 (Creed ll.49-51) 
  
It is also possible to receive an audience with the Heaven King through prayer. 
Andreas (l. 998), Christ I (l. 150), Christ and Satan (l. 435), Resignation (l. 30), and 
the Lord’s Prayer III (l. 15) all call upon the Heaven King for mercy or help. Prayer 
(l. 70) calls upon the Heaven King as part of the Trinity in a standard appellation of 
the Trinity for help and guidance.274 The Kentish Hymn (l. 42) also associates Christ 
with the Heaven King as member of the Trinity.  
 
God speaks to his closest servants (Gen A l.1315 to Noah and Gen A ll.2166 
and 2659 to Abraham, and to Matthew in And l.92). The covenant with and service to 
God is prominent in New Testament settings as well. Christ, the Heaven King, 
appears as military leader to his apostles (And l.6) and commands the angels (And 
l.821). Saints serve him as Guthlac shows (Guth A  l.807 and Guthlac B l. 1082). 
‘We’ ordinary men and women can also gain salvation through the service to God, as 
the Phoenix (l.446) and the Order of the World (l.36) show: 
 
  ac we sculon þoncian     þeodne mærum 
  awa to ealdre,     þæs þe us se eca cyning  
  on gæste wlite     forgiefan wille 
þæt we eaðe magon    upcund rice 
forð gestigan,     gif us on ferðe geneah 
ond we willað healdan heofoncyninges bibod.275  
(OrW, ll.31-36) 
 
                                                 
273 ‘The Holy Catholic Church. I believe furthermore that those shall be dear to God who in one 
thought worship the Lord, High-King of the heavens, here in this life.’ 
274 We shall encounter further examples of prayers for help to the Trinity throughout this thesis.  
275 ‘But we must thank the sublime Prince forever since the eternal King will give us into spiritual 
splendour, that we, blessed, may rise to the heavenly kingdom, if we are not lacking in spirit and if we 
are willing to keep the commandment of the Heaven King.’  
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The Heaven King will return in the event which provides us with the last 
main context in which the designation [heaven] + [cyning] appears: The Second 
Coming and Last Judgement: 
 
Christ will return at the Last Judgement to establish the Kingdom of 
Heaven. The Second Coming was traditionally regarded as a royal 
epiphany.276  
 
Most of the instances of [heaven] + [cyning] with Christ as Judge unsurprisingly 
appear within Christ III (ll. 1038, 1339, 1513, 1524, and 1588). Another instance of 
this context is Judgement Day I (l. 108). It is the moment of judgement itself. All 
mankind has been gathered under the cross where truth will emerge: 
   
               georne gehyreð 
   heofoncyninga hyhst    hæleþa dæde.277 (JDay I ll. 107-108) 
 
The description of the Judgement itself is fairly standard in this narration. The 
designation used for God however is not. He is here called hefonocyninga hyhst, the 
Highest of heaven kings. A superlative such as God as Highest of kings has been 
mentioned before. It is the prefix heofon which is confusing in this case. The Heaven 
King is the predominant designation of Kingship to express the Divine rather than a 
secular kingship. How then, can there be more than one in this case? Two 
possibilities offer themselves as explanations. First, the expression can be understood 
as another Hebrew superlative, simply expressing grandeur without the necessity of a 
real object for comparison. Phrases such as King of kings or Lord of lords however 
are using terminology which can at least potentially have multiple referents, even if 
these are not specified. The designation in JDay I, however, could also refer to the 
ancients of Rev 4:10 who are crowned – a fitting reference for a poem on Judgement 
                                                 
276 Deshman, 'Christus Rex', p. 370. 
277 ‘Eagerly the highest of heaven kings judges the deeds of men.’ 
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Day. Two Genesis A passages also belongs into the context of judgement: Line 50 in 
which the falling angels are judged and line 1025, as the self-judgement of Cain is a 
foreshadowing of events to come.  
 
One small and curious category remains to be named. The following 
instances can be classified as meteorological in the widest sense. The term appears 
while Andreas is conjuring a flood, and the Heaven King scatters the enemies of 
David like snow. In the Rune Poem, it is rather the fertility of the earth that is 
expressed by [heaven] + [cyning]. 
 
3.3. Conclusion 
 
Distinctions in meaning and usage have therefore been evident throughout 
this chapter. The first part of the study of rulership/authority has shown that the 
individual central terms which are members of this group do have distinctive 
features. It has also become evident that the modern concept of the structure of a 
semantic field alone is only of limited use for our purposes. The field yielded only 
one possible hyperonymic/hyponymic278 relationship ([lord] and all subordinated 
elements) and has to be considered largely one-dimensional from a hierarchical 
perspective. It should be borne in mind that this field has only one object which is 
designated by the chosen terms: God.279 The choice of terminology of God is not 
motivated by the need to distinguish one God from another, and the structure should 
                                                 
278 The terms hyperonym and hyponym refer to the hierarchy of the wordfield. The term which is more 
generalised in its meaning is the hyperonym (i.e. [building]), while the hyponym denotes a term with a 
more specified meaning included in the meaning of its hyperonym (i.e. [house], or [tower]). 
279 The hierarchy of a semantic field is not to be confused with the hierarchy of power in this case. The 
hyperonymic terms are higher up because they are more general in meaning, not because the power 
they express is greater. Casere, for example, finds itself on the second level of the tree diagram. It 
qualifies the [ruler/of a group/of rulers], and therefore is hyponym to drihten as [lord]. 
3.3. Conclusion  
 105 
therefore be more flat than in the case of human rulership/authority. That we do have 
distinctions is influenced by the context in which God is named rather than the need 
to distinguish what is being named. The breadth of meaning within the field is 
therefore more developed than the depth, and we found different clusters of semantic 
connotations. These defy clear categorization, however, as most signifiants had 
multiple signifiés.280 The field thus does not offer any synonyms (or antonyms) in the  
strict sense, as no two terms share all possible meanings and connotations with each 
other. It rather presented itself as a semantic web in which the individual terms have 
various meanings within and partially outside of the field. Extensions were able to 
shed further light on the meaning that was attached to a designation for God. The 
same combination of extension and central term could carry different semantic 
values however, as examples like wuldorcyning demonstrated.  
 
The more in-depth analysis of the term cyning showed that historical context 
is of great importance for the understanding of the semantic values that can 
potentially be attached to cyning. A more detailed look at the extensions illustrated 
that these can specify theological, political or narrative concepts of kingship.  
 
The exploration of the sixty-eight instances of [heaven] [cyning] were most 
illuminating in the question of usage. Metrical criteria played a part, for instance in 
the use of halig and heah for alliterative purposes and to flesh out a line. Both 
extensions are, however, very much in keeping with the general meaning of Heaven 
King and therefore do not pose a semantic problem. [Rodor] introduced paronomasia 
with [rod] as choice for a term. The great number of occurrences of heofoncyning in 
                                                 
280 I am using these terms in the sense of Saussure to distinguish the shape (signifiant) of a linguistic 
sign (e.g. the graphemes/phonemes that are used to form the word) from the concept or image in the 
recipient’s mind to which this signifiant points.  
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Genesis B demonstrated how repetition of a designation can be used as narrative 
device.  Most importantly, though, the study of [heaven] [cyning] has shown how the 
instances of this designation are patterned around a few themes in different 
elaborations. The most important theme was also predominant within the usage of 
the term in Genesis B: the covenant between God and his follower. This theme could 
be used in an Old Testament or a New Testament context. It could concern the 
personal follower, such as Satan, Adam, Abraham, Andreas, or Guthlac, or the 
covenant with mankind formed at the Last Supper and realised at the Crucifixion. 
Most instances in which a [heaven] [cyning] designation occurred could be placed 
within a pattern of themes. Moreover, most of these groups of themes could be 
categorized as sub-theme to that of the covenant between God an man.  
 
Crucial questions emerge here. Does the theme govern the choice of 
designation? Or does the closeness of the concept expressed through that designation 
to the theme suggest the term for usage in such a context? In other words: is there a 
poetic tradition that ties heofoncyning among other designations to the theme of the 
covenant, or do the theological implications of the designation Heaven King suggest 
the word for use in one particular narrative context? This is a difficult distinction, 
and the answer might often be: both. While it may not be possible to exclude one 
possible answer, a study of such a theme can investigate in a positive perspective 
how the designations are applied within the case studied. It can establish existing 
forces within a theme that govern the use of particular designations above others, 
while the study also investigates the designations for God within the narration of that 
theme on an individual basis. The next chapter will look at such a specific theme and 
analyse the designations for God used within a selection of texts that primarily 
employ that theme. 
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4. Defining the Divine through the Other: Naming God and 
Satan 
 
 
The exploration of the semantic field of rulership/authority beginning from a 
central term has shown that there are distinctive differences between the terms 
belonging to that field. The extensions that these terms attract demonstrate that these 
differences are not only there in potentia, but also in the way that the central terms 
are used. The closer study of instances of [heaven] [cyning] suggested – alongside 
alliterative and dramaturgical choices – the connection between the narrative theme 
and the designation. Most occurrences of [heaven] [cyning] could be associated with 
the theme of the covenant and various sub-themes, such as the covenant between 
Abraham and his God or the Crucifixion as the commencement of a new covenant, 
but also the Last Judgement as the fulfilment of the covenant for those who stayed 
true to it. The narration of such sub-themes can occur in what Paul Remley reminds 
us are ‘discrete compositional units’, or ‘type-scenes’.  
 
If the likelihood is granted that some of the biblical episodes treated in 
the Junius poems did in fact circulate as type-scenes, then questions 
surrounding the authorship and artistic identity of these compositions 
become vastly more complex, as it follows that elements of their 
narrative as well as features of their diction properly belong to the 
formulaic stock of Germanic alliterative verse.281 
 
How much is the use of designations for God controlled by the formulaic stock of 
Germanic alliterative verse? Especially, how much is their choice linked to the theme 
and sub-theme with which they occur? Do the various designations used within the 
context of one theme express similar concepts? What other factors distinguish them? 
                                                 
281 P. Remley, Old English Biblical Verse, CSASE 16 (Cambridge, 1996), p. 7. 
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This chapter will follow one Christian theme across various poems in order to 
study the use of designations for God within it. Designations for God will naturally 
be more prominent and more closely attached to a religious theme than a non-
religious one. Such a theme will therefore offer more evidence for an analysis 
relevant to our purposes than for example the more general discussion of authority in 
the previous chapter. Its study requires an analysis which remains closer to the 
textual context and the understanding of the theme which is to be explored. I will 
therefore first introduce the theme and the theology behind it. After the theme has 
been established, a close reading of the textual examples which centres on the 
designations for God will follow.  
 
The conflict between God and Satan lends itself as such a religious theme. 
Many manifestations of God, including the Protector and Saviour, are expressed in 
narrative through contrasts with the devil. This chapter will study how the 
identification of the Divine, chiefly in the persona of the Son, is defined against an 
image of an Other (Satan) and that this opposition in turn is reflected in the way God 
and the devil are named. The first part of the chapter will therefore develop the 
concept of the Other. Naturally, this concept is evoked and defined mainly through 
conflict. After establishing the definition of the Other as used in this chapter, I will 
concentrate on one of the most prominent expressions of this theme of the Other: the 
fall of the angels. This sub-theme occurs on a cosmic scale, frequently even outside 
history.  
 
I will compare passages which narrate versions of the chosen sub-theme of 
the fall of the angels in different poems. I have chosen the three main Satan-
narrations of manuscript Junius 11 – Genesis A, Genesis B and Christ and Satan – 
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for this analysis. The manuscript is one of the four main codices of Old English 
poetry and is traditionally dated c.975-1010.282 Contrary to common practice, Junius 
11 is paginated, not foliated. I will follow the manuscript and refer to continuous 
page numbers instead of folios recto and verso.  
The common manuscript suggests a contemporary intelligibility in reception 
while the different points of origin of the passages relevant to this study prevent 
overlaps through similar authorship. Though all in one manuscript, and in the case of 
the two Genesis poems, merged into one, the three narratives vary considerably from 
each other in the treatment of the sub-themes of the fall. The strong differences in 
style and treatment of their subjects brought C. L. Wrenn to the conclusion that all 
poems of Junius 11 stem from different authors. In the case of the interpolated 
Genesis B, its origin lies even outside the Anglo-Saxon cultural circle, as it is a 
translation of an Old Saxon original. A copy of the relevant passages of each poem 
can be found in Appendix C.283  
 
The use of designations for God will be discussed here in relation to the 
narrative context of each of the poems in which they appear and in contrast to 
                                                 
282 For a discussion of the date of the manuscript, I refer to B. J. Muir, ed., A Digital Facsimile of 
Oxford Bodleian Library MS. Junius 11 (Oxford, 2004), who also discusses the slightly earlier, and to 
him convincing dating of c. 960-990 of L. Lockett, 'An Integrated Re-examination of the Dating of 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11', ASE 31 (2002 ): 141-73. Both Christ Church and St. 
Augustine’s in Canterbury have been argued to be the place of origin for the manuscript, though a not 
uncontroversial claim has been made for Malmesbury by Peter J. Lucas. The case for Canterbury was 
made by M. R. James, The Ancient Libraries of Canterbury and Dover (Cambridge, 1903), whose 
argument was followed by N. R. Ker, Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford, 
1951), who identified the manuscript with the Genesis anglice depicta of the Christ Church Catalogue 
of the fourteenth century. A. N. Doane, ed., Genesis A: A New Edition (Madison, WI, 1978) and B. 
Raw, 'The Construction of Oxford, Bodleian Library, Junius 11', ASE 13 (1984): 187-207, also argue 
for Canterbury, though St Augustine’s rather than Christ Church on grounds of binding and the style 
of the illustrations. Peter J. Lucas presents his argument for Malmesbury in his articles P. J. Lucas, 
'MS Junius 11 and Malmesbury', Scriptorium 34 (1980): 197-220 and P. J. Lucas, 'MS Junius 11 and 
Malmesbury', Scriptorium 35 (1981): 3-22, among others. For a discussion of the debate, see A. N. 
Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis: An Edition of the West Saxon Genesis B and the Old Saxon Vatican 
Genesis (Madison, WI, 1991), pp. 28-30, Muir, ed., MS. Junius 11 . 
283 I thank Bernard Muir for his consent to use substantial textual extracts and images from his edition 
of Junius 11.  
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parallel passages in the other poems. General usage will be considered and striking 
examples will be discussed individually. Similarities and disparities will be explored. 
The designations used for Satan will also be considered as contrast. Is there a 
connection between the designations chosen for God and those chosen for his 
opponent? And if so, which form does this connection take?  
 
4.1. Introduction of the Theme of Conflict between God and Satan 
 
Before we can explore the passages themselves and the way in which their 
designations for God are shaped and enriched by opposition, it is important to define 
the role and identity of this opponent. The following subchapter will introduce the 
Christian concept of Satan as the Other, as contrast to God. I will then sketch those 
elements of the doctrine of the fall of the angels which are necessary for an 
understanding of how this theology is applied in the poems which are analysed in 
this chapter.  
4.1.1. The Other 
 
As a starting point it is however necessary to clarify which type of devil is the 
object of this study. The main distinction at this point will have to be made between 
what Jeffrey Burton Russell calls the ‘folkloric devil’ and the ‘devil of diabology’ 
(with its derivations, the devil of liturgy and the devil of narration).284 The former is 
the popular devil who can be mocked, ridiculed, and most importantly tricked or 
beaten in a game, as Russell demonstrates in depth. This devil is also the devil of the 
Old English metrical charms, responsible for every day afflictions and defeatable 
                                                 
284 J. B. Russell, Lucifer (Ithaca, NY, 1984), pp. 62-91, to whom we also owe the term diabology. See 
also P. Dendle, Satan Unbound: The Devil in Old English Narrative Literature (Toronto, 2001). 
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with herbs and incantations rather than virtuous living.285 It is, above all, a weak 
devil.  
 
The devil of diabology is the devil of Scripture, the Apocrypha, and the 
writings of the Fathers. A prominent concept of evil in early medieval Western 
theology is based on Augustine of Hippo’s statement that evil is non-being, deviation 
from good and existence.286  In his De civitate Dei contra paganos, Augustine 
explains that ‘mali enim nulla natura est; sed amissio boni mali nomen accepit.’287  
This is more clearly explained in the Enchiridion IV, where Augustine argues that 
nothing can exist without some incorruptible element of being, which only exists 
through good. No existing thing can therefore be entirely evil, lest it lose that last 
part of good through which it has being. It follows that pure evil would be non-being 
and therefore cannot exist outside its contrast to good. A similar statement to that of 
the Civitate Dei can be found in Ælfric’s rendering of Alcuin’s Quaestiones in 
Genesim, in his Interrogationes Sigewulfi, were Ælfric answers the question 47, 
‘Hwæt is yfel?’ in the following way: 
 
Yfel nis nan þing þurh hit sylf, and nane wununga næfð buton on sumum 
gesceafta. Se deofol wæs ærest to godum engle gesceapen, ac he wearð 
yfel þurh modignysse. Nu nis yfel nan þing buton godnysse 
forgægednysse, swa swa þeostru ne synd nan þing buton leohtes 
forlætennys.288  
                                                 
285 For a more detailed discussion of the devil of the charms, see Dendle, Satan Unbound , pp. 12-15. 
286 See, for example De Libero Arbitrio I.ii.3.6: ‘male facere nihil est nisi a disciplina deviare’, to do 
evil is nothing but to deviate from discipline. Augustine, De Libero Arbitrio,  in Sancti Aurelii 
Augustini Contra Academicos, Klaus-D Daur (ed.), CCSL 29 (Turnhout, 1970). For a comprehensive 
study of Augustine’s views on this, see G. R. Evans, Augustine on Evil (Cambridge, 1982). 
287 XI:9 Augustine, De Civitate Dei Contra Paganos,  in Sancti Aurelii Augustini De Civitate Dei, 
Bernard Dombart and Alphons Kalb (eds.), CCSL 47-48 (Turnhout, 1955), p. 330 ‘evil has no nature 
of its own. Rather, it is the absence of good which has received the name “evil”’ I owe this quote and 
translation to Evans, Augustine on Evil .  
288 Ælfric, Alcuini Interrogationes Sigeuulfi in Genesin, in G. E. MacLean, 'Ælfric's Version of Alcuini 
Interrogationes Sigeuulfi in Genesin (Fortsetzung)', Anglia 7 (1884): 1-59, pp. 32-34. ‘Evil is no thing 
in itself, and it has no habitations except in some beings. The devil was first made as a good angel, but 
he became evil through pride. Now evil is nothing but the digression from good, just as shadows are 
nothing but the absence of light.’  I owe this quotation to M. Fox, 'Ælfric on the Creation and the Fall 
of the Angels', ASE 31 (2002): 175-200, especially p. 182.  
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It is the devil’s deviation from good which separates him from the good angels; his 
turning away estranges him from the light. He is therefore defined through his 
deviation. His is the prime example, the personification of this active digression, of 
becoming and being the Other as we shall see below. This opposition, instrumental in 
the first rebellion and fall, remains the essential function of the devil, also against the 
Church of God and mankind. This is the old enemy, the head of the Corpus Diaboli, 
the devil which is of our concern within this chapter.  
 
In his Homily for the Second Sunday after Easter, Ælfric uses the Gospel 
reading for that day, John 10.11-16, to expound on bishops and clergy and their role 
and responsibility as the good pastor.289 The model for this good shepherd is Christ, 
our alysend, our Redeemer. The biblical passage demonstrates what sets the good 
shepherd apart from the hireling: he does not run away when the wolf comes, but 
fights and dies for those under his protection.  The attacking wolf here is, of course, 
the devil. Ælfric, by prioritising the metaphor of the devil as wolf, emphasises the 
antagonistic relationship between Christ and Satan. Christ’s association with the 
good shepherd in conflict with the attacker provides a model for the exploration of 
two primary concepts of the Divine: the Soldier or Guardian, and the Saviour or 
Healer. The character of Satan calls attention to these aspects of the Divine. How 
could God be described as victorious without an enemy? How could Christ be 
perceived as Saviour without sin and the devil to save us from? What is needed for 
                                                 
289 Ælfric, Catholic Homilies I:XVII, Dominica II Post Pasca, ll. 1 -6 and 13-27. Lines 1-6 of the 
homily, contain a relatively close translation of John 10:11-. Godden discusses three closely linked 
texts for the second part of the passage here given: Augustine, In Iohannis Evangelium Tractatus 
CXXIV, CCSL 36 (Turnhout, 1954), Gregory’s homily 14 in G. Magnus, Homiliae in Evangelia, 
CCSL (Turnhout, 1999), pp. 96-102, and Haymo of Auxerre, Homily 83, in the Homiliae de Tempore, 
PL 118, 499-506. Godden points out that Gregory as well as Haymo ‘interpret the wolf initially as an 
earthly robber and oppressor (…), but subsequently add the identification with the devil, as in Ælfric, 
and this is also Augustine’s interpretation.’ (p.138). The relevant passages (ll. 1-6 and 13-27) are 
quoted in Appendix. C, Text 1. 
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such an understanding is an antitype, a moral counterweight, strong enough to be a 
worthy opponent, yet eternally failing.  
 
As previously mentioned, the call for such an opponent allows a different 
approach to the designations for God as well as their underlying concepts, namely 
through the figure of the devil. Designations of protection (weard) or military 
prowess (sigerof cyning) imply conflict and victory as much as those of healing 
(hælend or alysend) imply prior spiritual injury and salvation. This conflict however 
should not be mistaken for a classic dualistic worldview in which two conflicting 
forces are struggling for an equal balance. Augustine’s view on the non-being of evil 
mentioned earlier makes this very clear. However, Peter Dendle emphasizes that for 
Old English literature ‘the devil is largely a literary motif’290. The devil is a narrative 
device, defined through his function in the story. His function, as Neil Forsyth 
establishes in his study on the origin of the old enemy, is exactly that which is deeply 
rooted within the etymologies of his two most common designations, Satan and 
diabolos, or devil: that of the adversary.291 
 
What is true of these distant deities is true a fortiori of the Adversary 
himself: his character, indeed his very existence, is a function of his 
opposition to God, or to man, or to God’s son, the god-man.292  
 
What reached Old English literature is not just any opponent, but truly a 
counterweight, an opposite in every conceivable sense of the word and on every level 
                                                 
290 Dendle, Satan Unbound, p. 12.   
291 See N. Forsyth, The Old Enemy: Satan and the Combat Myth (Princeton, NJ, 1987), pp. 4, 110-11,  
113 and 123 for a discussion of the root meanings of both Hebrew śṭn and Greek diabolos. Both have 
root meanings similar to the English ‘opponent’. As Forsyth explains, diabolos also means 
‘slanderer’, and both can mean an ‘obstructer’. The Hebrew satan also names the ‘accuser’, and in Job 
is used to describe an officer within the court of God, similar to a ‘public prosecutor’. The Greek 
diabolos is also used to translate ‘accuser’.  All these meanings feature greatly in early medieval 
diabology, be it as rebel, as tempter, or in  the battle over the souls of mankind, as we shall see in the 
following chapter.  
292 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
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to God. The devil of Old English literature is, both in himself and in the hierarchical 
structure he commands, the negative mirror-image and inversion of God/Christ.293 
David F. Johnson describes the concept as follows: 
 
Nevertheless, Satan is an important figure in the universe and mythology 
of the medieval Church. In such a rigorously monotheistic system (at 
least in theory) he was the de facto counterpart to the principal good in an 
essentially dualistic scheme of things. Lucifer, once the most beautiful 
and splendid of God’s heavenly host, became the embodiment of evil, the 
author of sin, the opposite in every way to his chief opponent in the 
drama of salvation history, Christ. In Anglo-Saxon religious literature, 
Satan’s kingdom in hell and the corporate body over which he holds 
sway is a perverted inversion of the community of saints and angels who 
dwell in heaven with Christ, and the men and women who aspire to take 
their place among the ranks of the blessed. Satan is God’s adversary and 
man’s nemesis. Without him, there would be no sainthood, for, according 
to the Fathers it is his lot to tempt and test God’s chosen. 294 
 
Without the mechanism of opposition, there would however also be no devil. 
Even though, as Johnson points out, ‘there neither exists nor has there ever existed a 
“Life of Lucifer”’, Satan is a very common figure in Old English religious 
literature.295 Of the great cosmic battle-scenes (fall of the angels, temptation of 
Christ, harrowing of hell and the final apocalyptic battle), the fall of the angels 
receives the greatest attention. The Junius 11 manuscript alone offers three different 
renderings of the fall of Lucifer and creation of Satan (in Gen A and B and XSt). The 
hagiographic poems also make frequent use of the ‘saint-making’ devil, be it as 
antagonist in Guthlac or in Juliana, or as supporting role as in Andreas. The role of 
the devil in Old English literature has recently enjoyed well deserved attention in the 
                                                 
293 As mentioned before, the narrative character of the devil should not be mistaken for the folkloric 
figure inherent in some of the charms and certain ailments attributed to this form of devil.  
294 D. F. Johnson, 'Studies in the Literary Career of the Fallen Angels: The Devil and his Body in Old 
English Literature', PhD dissertation, Cornell University, 1993, p. 3. 
295 Ibid., p.3. A quick explanation of my use of two designations for the devil is appropriate here: 
Lucifer and Satan. I will use Lucifer in the following discussion to name the angel, before and after 
his apostasy, but before his transformation into a devil. I will use the term Satan to refer to the fallen 
and transformed angel, who has become the devil. For general purposes I will use the devil or Satan, 
while I will combine the two into Lucifer/Satan to mark references to both the angel before and the 
devil after the fall.  
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form of several studies by Peter Dendle, David F. Johnson and Nathan Breen.296 
Thomas D. Hill’s work on the manifestation of these concepts within individual lines 
and passages in OE poetry has spanned the last two decades in form of numerous 
articles.297 Neil Forsyth and Jeffrey Burton Russell have produced eminent studies 
outside the scope of the Anglo-Saxon field of research.298 Such an amount of 
(partially very recent) scholarship on the topic of the devil bears witness not only to 
the prominence of the adversary in Anglo-Saxon literature, but also to the fascination 
that this figure holds for us to this day. As mentioned before, however, the devil was 
not created as adversary. The story of his transformation and also of his first 
opposition is that of the rebellion and fall of the angels, foremost of the apostate 
angel, Lucifer. This opposition and transformation is also the context of the 
following analysis of designations in the theme of God and Satan in conflict.  
 
4.1.2. The Fall of the Angels  
 
 
The sub-theme of the fall of the angels can be divided further into a sequence 
of smaller narrative elements which might offer various interpretations (i.e. the time 
of the angel’s creation). The following pages will introduce those elements and their 
interpretations which are helpful for the analysis of the designations for God within 
the fall of the angels theme in the selected passages. Since Junius 11 contains all 
three texts of this study, I will use a fourth narration of the theme within the same 
                                                 
296 Dendle, Satan Unbound , Johnson, 'The Devil and his Body' and N. A. Breen, 'The Voice of Evil: 
A Narratological Study of Demonic Characters in Old English Literature', PhD, University of Illinois, 
U-C, 2003. 
297 To name but a few: T. D. Hill, 'Some Remarks on 'The Site of Lucifer's Throne'', Anglia 87 (1969): 
307-11, T. D. Hill, 'Satan's Fiery Speech: Christ and Satan 78-79', N&Q 19 (1972): 2-4, T. D. Hill, 
'The Fall of the Angels and Man in the Old English Genesis B' in Anglo-Saxon Poetry: Essays in 
Appreciation of John C. McGalliard, Lewis E Nicholson, et al. (eds.) (Notre Dame, 1975), pp. 279-
90, T. D. Hill, 'The Fall of Satan and the Old English Christ and Satan', JEGP 76 (1977): 315-25, T. 
D. Hill, 'The Measure of Hell: Christ and Satan 695-722', PQ 60:3 (1981): 409-14, T. D. Hill, 'Satan's 
Injured Innocence in Genesis B 360-2: A Gregorian Source', ES 4 (1984): 289-90.  
298 Forsyth, The Old Enemy and Russell, Lucifer . 
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manuscript to aid me in this excursus. Set among the two Genesis poems, the 
illustrations in the manuscript provide another contemporary voice which will guide 
us through the following narration.  
Junius 11 is the only illustrated manuscript of our four great poetic codices, 
with forty-eight produced illustrations and a further eighty-nine blank spaces left for 
illustrations throughout the entire manuscript. The majority of illustrations, initials 
and decorations were produced by two contemporary artists, while a much later artist 
added a number of etchings, and initials.299 The depictions of the rebellion and fall of 
the angels were produced by Artist A, who interpreted the text, sometimes adding 
elements which are in the text, but not in the Bible, and sometimes making use of 
other scriptural passages or patristic references for his illustrations. As Catherine 
Karkov points out, these images, as images in general, are no mere illustrations, but 
rather ‘visual glosses and exegesis in their own right.’ 300 The depictions of the 
Junius Manuscript on the fall of the angels should therefore rather be seen as an 
independent representation of the theme, in dialogue with the text. Among other 
things, these depictions of the fall of the angels illustrate the creation and placement 
of Lucifer as Satan, as the other, the opponent and counterweight. In accordance with 
the text of the Genesis poems, which provide two accounts of the fall of the angels, 
there are also two depictions of the scene. The full-page illustration of p. 3 is set 
within the Genesis A account of the rebellion and fall, while another half-page 
illustration accompanies the narration of the fall in the interpolated Genesis B poem 
(on pp.13-40). A third illustration depicts the separated heaven and hell with Satan in 
chains.  All illustrations discussed at this point can be found in Appendix C. 
                                                 
299 For a discussion of the artists, see B. Raw, 'The Probable Derivation of most of the Illustrations in 
Junius 11 from an Illustrated Old Saxon Genesis', ASE 5 (1976): 133-48, Doane, ed., The Saxon 
Genesis , pp. 38-42, C. Karkow, Text and Picture in Anglo-Saxon England: Narrative Strategies in 
the Junius 11 Manuscript, CSASE 31 (Cambridge, 2001), and Muir, ed., MS. Junius 11 , who places 
the date of the third scribe as probably twelfth century.  
300 Karkow, Text and Picture in Anglo-Saxon England, pp. 8-11.  
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The Creation of the Angels into Light 
The chronology of the creation of the angels in patristic and early medieval 
theology is imprecise, since the moment of creation is not explicitly mentioned in 
Genesis and therefore has to be deduced from remarks in other scriptural sources. 
Augustine argues that, as the angels are said to have praised God when the stars were 
made (Job 38:7), they must have existed before the fourth day on which the stars 
were made. Augustine concludes that they must have been created on the first day, 
when light was created by the Word of God. This light is to be understood as the 
eternal light, in which those stand who are turned towards God. This concept is 
echoed, for example, in Isidore’s Sententiae.301 The greatness and radiance of the 
angels, shaped to participate lovingly and in worship in the eternal light, is also part 
of Ælfric’s vision of the angels. In De Initio Creaturae, for example, he describes 
them as  
 
‘gastas swiðe strange. 7 mihtige 7 wlitige. on micelre fægernysse 
gesceapene to lofe 7 wyrðmynte heora scyppende.‘302  
 
Powerful Lucifer 
 
The greatest of these angels is Lucifer. According to Isidore, for example, 
Lucifer’s superiority over the other angels is not on a temporal, but on a qualitative 
priority.303 The illustration on p. 2 of the Junius manuscript (Appendix C: Image 2) 
                                                 
301 10.3. Ante omnem creaturam angeli facti sunt, dum dictum est Fiat lux [...] Lux enim dicuntur 
participando luci aeternae. The angels were made before all beings, while ‘Let there be light’ was 
said. [...] The light indeed is said to participate in the eternal light.’ Isidore of Seville, Sententiae, PL 
83, 537-738. 
302 Ælfric, De Initio Creaturae,  in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter Clemoes (ed.), 
EETS s.s.17 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 178-89, p. 179 1.25-26. ‘Very strong spirits, and mighty, and radiant, 
and shaped with great beauty to love and to honour their Maker.’ 
303 Isidore, Sententiae, I.x.4. Ante omnem creationem mundi creati sunt angeli, et ante omnem 
creationem angelorum diabolus conditus est, sicut scriptum est: Ipse est principium viarum Dei. Unde 
et ad comparationem angelorum archangelus appellatus est. Prius enim creatus exstitit ordinis 
praelatione, non temporis quantitate. - Before all creation of the world the angels were created. And 
before the creation of all angels, the devil was made, wherefore it is written: This is the beginning of 
the ways of God, and whence he is called archangel in comparison with the angels. First created 
indeed he stood above through preference of rank, not temporal quantity. 
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shows an interesting demonstration of Lucifer’s position in heaven. He is generally 
understood to be the bottom figure on the left of God’s throne and is likened to God 
in being the only angel with a halo, accordingly singling him out from the other 
angels.304 His size, however, especially in relation to the figure directly above him, 
represents him as inferior.305 The depiction of Lucifer in the full-page illustration of 
p. 3 (Appendix C, Image 3) presents a more conventional image of the archangelus. 
Here the size of figure as well as dress, crown, sceptre and position single him out as 
first and greatest.306 Even though this occurs in the Genesis A section of the 
manuscript, its iconography depicts the following passage of the Genesis B poem:307 
 
          ænne hæfde he swa swiðne geworhtne,  
swa mihtigne on his modgeþohte,   he let hine swa micles wealdan, 
hehste to him on heofona rice,     hæfde he hine swa hwitne geworhtne, 
swa wynlic wæs his wæstm on heofonum    þæt him com from weroda drihtne, 
gelic wæs he þam leohtum steorrum.308 (Gen B, ll. 252-256) 
 
The comparison of Lucifer with the light of the stars, but not to the sun, combined 
with the admonition that all this greatness and glory comes from weroda drihten 
(Lord of hosts), serves as a reminder that the angel is only a reflector of the eternal 
light, and not the source itself. This statement, again, is very Augustinian. In De 
Civitate Dei, Augustine had pointed out that the true light of John 1:9 also enlightens 
                                                 
304 For a summary on current views, please see Muir, ed., MS. Junius 11 . 
305 The bigger figure might be identified with Michael, which might then in turn suggest a moral 
superiority of Michael over Lucifer, rather than one of radiance and power before the fall. For a 
discussion of the figure as Michael, see I. Gollancz, ed., The Cædmon Manuscript of Anglo-Saxon 
Biblical Poetry, Junius 11 in the Bodleian Library, Facs. (Oxford, 1927), pp. X, note 2. 
306 Barbara Raw has traced the insignia of power worn by Lucifer and presented to him by the angels 
in the bottom right of this part of the picture to continental imperial insignia of the ninth century. See 
Raw, 'The Probable Derivation', pp. 144-46. 
307 Ibid., pp. 139-46. Yet this view is not undisputed. See Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis, pp. 39-42.  
308 ‘one he had created so strong, so intellectually powerful, he allowed him so much to rule, highest 
after him in the kingdom of the heavens. He had made him so bright, so splendid was his position in 
heaven, which came to him from the Lord of hosts, that he was like the light of the stars.’ 
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every pure angel so that he may be light not in himself, but in God.309 Lucifer, 
however, cannot see the difference, as we see in Genesis B, for example.  His own 
radiance seems to blind him and makes him fall prey to his ofermod, or oferhygd, his 
pride. He mistakes the reflection – himself – for the creative, the original power.  
 
The Rebellion of Lucifer 
Ælfric also makes a connection between the name, the nature and the sin of 
Lucifer: 
 
þa wæs þæs teoðan weredes ealdor swiðe fæger 7 wlitig gesceapen. swa 
þ̃ he wæs gehaten leohtberend. þa began he to modigeanne for ðære 
fægernysse. þe he hæfde 7 cwæð on his heortan. þ̃ he wolde 7 eaðe mihte 
beon his scyppende gelic. 7 sittan on ðam norðdæle heofonan rices. 7 
habban anweald 7 rice ongean gode ælmihtigum.310 
 
Again, in Ælfric’s account, Lucifer speaks the rebellious thoughts in his heart. His 
fall is located in the mind, in his will to usurp, and not in a physical deed. Even when 
he externalises by counselling with his fellow angels, the intention remains the 
offence. Ælfric’s ultimate source is scriptural, namely Isaiah 14:12-15: 
 
12 quomodo cecidisti de caelo lucifer qui mane oriebaris corruisti in 
terram qui vulnerabas gentes 13 qui dicebas in corde tuo in caelum 
conscendam super astra Dei exaltabo solium meum sedebo in monte 
testamenti in lateribus aquilonis 14 ascendam super altitudinem nubium 
ero similis Altissimo 15 verumtamen ad infernum detraheris in 
profundum laci311 
 
                                                 
309 Chapter XI.9 in Augustine, De Civitate Dei, pp. 328-30. 
310 Ælfric, 'De Initio Creaturae' in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter Clemoes (ed.), 
EETS s.s.17 (Oxford, 1997), pp. 178-89, p. 179, ll. 29-34. ‘Then the lord of this tenth order was 
shaped so beautiful and radiant, that he was called light bearer. Then he began to be proud because of 
the beauty that he had. He said in his heart that he would and also could be alike to his Creator and 
would sit on the northern part of the heavenly kingdom and have power and a kingdom opposite to 
God Almighty.’  
311 ‘How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, who didst rise in the morning? How art thou fallen to 
the earth, that didst wound the nations? 13 And thou saidst in thy heart: I will ascend into heaven. I 
will exalt my throne above the stars of God. I will sit in the mountain of the covenant, in the sides of 
the north. 14 I will ascend above the height of the clouds. I will be like the most High. 15 But yet thou 
shalt be brought down to hell, into the depth of the pit.’ My italics.  
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and Ezekiel 28:2 and 17: 
2 [...] eo quod elevatum est cor tuum et dixisti Deus ego sum et in 
cathedra Dei sedi in corde maris [...]  
17 elevatum est cor tuum in decore tuo perdidisti sapientiam tuam in 
corde tuo in terram proieci te ante faciem regum dedi te ut cernerent te312 
 
 
These passages have been interpreted as the apostate angel as early as Origen, as 
Michael Fox demonstrates.313 The upper half of the illustration of p. 3 (Appendix C: 
Image 3) shows a similar scene: Lucifer, the most radiant of the angels takes centre 
stage, both regarding his position within the picture and in the depiction of his figure. 
Prominence in size demonstrates greatness. Already crowned and with the tulip 
sceptre, he explains to his followers on the right his plans to build a throne and rule 
in opposition to God. The throne, when its location is more closely defined, is 
traditionally in the north or northwest, Russell explains. The north, the land of cold 
and darkness, and West, the land of sunset and death are contrasted with the 
dwellings of God in the South and East.314 The angels in the picture on p. 3 concede, 
offer authority to him and pay homage to him in the next section of the image by 
giving palm branches to the apostate angel. Neither p. 3 nor the depiction of the 
rebellion on p. 16 (Appendix C.: Image. 4) within the circle of heaven show any 
signs of external or violent upheaval. P. 16 seems to follow unto the part of p. 3 just 
described, as here crowned Lucifer holding a palm branch is conversing with a 
beardless and cross-nimbed deity.  
Punishment 
                                                 
312 2 ‘Because thy heart is lifted up and thou hast said: I am God, and I sit in the chair of God in the 
heart of the sea [...]’ 17 ‘And thy heart was lifted up with thy beauty: thou hast lost thy wisdom in thy 
beauty. I have cast thee to the ground: I have set thee before the face of kings, that they might behold 
thee.’ 
313 Fox, 'Ælfric on Creation', p. 196.  Fox places Ælfric’s depiction in its patristic context. 
314 Russell, Lucifer, p. 139. For a more thorough discussion of the Throne of Lucifer, especially within 
the Junius MS texts, see P. Salmon, 'The Site of Lucifer's Throne', Anglia 81 (1963): 118-23 and Hill, 
'On 'The Site of Lucifer's Throne''. 
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With the intention of rebellion stated, the punishment is quick to follow. 
Thoughts about the exact moment of the fall also vary. As discussed before, 
Augustinian theology associated the separation of light and darkness with the 
expulsion of the rebellious angels from heaven (see Appendix C: Image 1). The 
falling angels turned from the eternal light and therefore became ‘the darkness from 
which the light was divided’ through their own will.315 The fall brings with it a 
transformation of the falling rebels in function as well as in nature. Once more in the 
De Initio Creaturae, Ælfric emphasizes the transformation of the former angeli 
(messengers) into opponents, or devils. ‘[...]hi ealle wurdon awende of ðam fægeran 
hiwe þe hi on gescapene wæron. to laðlicum deoflum.’316 The illustration of p. 16 
(Appendix C: Image 5) most vividly demonstrates the transformation of the nature of 
the rebels as well as their turning from light to darkness. The detail shows the 
metamorphosis of a light and fully bodied angelic figure, though already with rather 
ragged wings, via an intermediate state, into the imp-like line drawing of the black 
devil on the right. Lucifer’s transformation into Satan is similarly depicted on p. 3, 
where the bottom-most scene shows both the angel Lucifer falling with his throne 
and the fully-transformed dark Satan bound to the teeth of hell’s mouth. 317  
In another passage of Genesis B, the transformation of Satan is described 
strikingly, an introduction to a lament of Satan which is closely linked to the 
illustration on p. 17 (Appendix C: Image 6): 
 
þa spræc se ofermoda cyning,   þe ær wæs engla scynost, 
hwitost on heofne        and his hearran leof, 
drihtne dyre,    oð hie to dole wurdon, 
                                                 
315 Augustine of Hippo, De Civitate Dei XI.19. I owe this quote and translation to Evans, Augustine on 
Evil, p. 99. 
316 Ælfric, 'De Initio Creaturae', p. 180, ll. 37-38. ‘They all were transformed from their beautiful 
shape in which they were created.’ 
317 For a discussion of the patristic views on the transformation from angelic to demonic body, see 
Russell, Lucifer, pp. 97-98. 
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þæt him for galscipe     god sylfa wearð 
mihtig on mode yrre.       Wearp hine on þæt morþer innan, 
niðer on þæt niobedd,    and sceop him naman siððan, 
cwæð se hehsta    hatan sceolde 
Satan siððan,    het hine þære sweartan helle  
grundes gyman,   nalles wið god winnan.318 (Gen B, ll. 338-346) 
 
We only have to follow the epithets to unravel the scene. The angel here described 
was engla scynost, hwitost on heofne (the most radiant of angels, brightest in 
heaven), an allusion to the name of Lucifer. Radiance and prioritised position in 
heaven were both lost together with the name, and the fallen angel is named anew 
according to his function. He now becomes Satan, the adversary. Once radiant, he 
now resides in swearte helle (black hell).  
The first epithet used for Satan in this passage, se ofermoda cyning (the proud 
king), embraces the full scale of the deed and punishment within it. It is his pride that 
made him desire kingship, and it is his pride that actually makes him king, though of 
a different realm. God himself sets Satan as ruler over hell and commands him to 
take charge of black hell’s abyss. Rebellion itself had not been enough. A battle-line 
needed to be crossed for the establishment of the enemy, a kind of frontier or zero-
line between heaven and hell, for the transformation to take full effect. Where 
Lucifer had revolted in mind, Satan here establishes active, physical opposition, 
expressed both in his efforts to seduce Adam and Eve and in his renewed turning 
away from God. The image of p. 17 clearly shows this frontier between Christ in 
Majesty in heaven and Satan in hell. It is Lucifer’s high position in heaven which 
                                                 
318 ‘Then spoke the proud king who had once been the most radiant of the angels, the brightest in 
heaven and loved by his Master, dear to his Lord, until they grew too rash so that because of their 
arrogance mighty God himself grew angry at heart. He precipitated him into that torment, down into 
that death-bed and devised for him a name thereafter. The Supreme One said that he should ever after 
be called Satan and he commanded him to take charge of black hell’s abyss, [and] in no way to strive 
against God.’ 
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allows him to function as fitting adversary, and his previous high status accounts for 
the enormity of his transformation. The designation used for God at this moment in 
the Genesis B passage, se hehsta (l. 344, the Highest one), highlights through 
contrast the inversion in hell, where he who fell to the greatest depth is now set by 
God himself as the most powerful to rule over hell.319 We have encountered this 
contrast already in Isaiah 14:14 (Appendix C: Text 2). Just as the apostate angel had 
been transformed into the opposite and the opponent, so has his rule. The throne he 
had aspired to is now offered in form of a niobedd, a death-bed, to which he is cast 
down.320 The illustration of p. 17 depicts this scene. Satan sits at the bottom of hell, 
chained to the niobedd. But the chains holding his neck fall down like a regal cloak. 
Two devils hold another chain above his head, reminiscent of a crown or anti-halo, 
and the other devils demonstrate obeisance to their bound and stricken Lord. The 
formerly radiant morning star (Lucifer) has metamorphosed into the ofermoda cyning 
(proud king) and his place as opposite, as adversary to God is established. The fall is 
complete. 
 
4.2. Analysis: Genesis A 
 
 
Genesis is the first of the three Old Testament poems within MS Junius 11. It 
consists of two parts: a poetic translation of the biblical Genesis from the beginning 
till the sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis A), and an interpolated extract from an Old Saxon 
Genesis poem beginning with the fall of the angels and ending with the exit of the 
successful under-devil from paradise after the fall of man (Genesis B). Genesis A is 
                                                 
319 We shall return to this passage in the analysis of Genesis B below. 
320 See Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis, p. 130, where he discusses the opposition and the paradox 
created through the vocabulary and morphology of this passage, especially the use of niobedd and the 
contrasting description of God and Satan.  
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based on a biblical source of a combined Vulgate and Old Latin text.321 The 
apocryphal story of the fall of the angels functions as a prelude to the biblical 
narration and offers an explanation for the creation of the world and man. The part of 
Genesis A relevant to this analysis consists of lines 1-102, and can be structured as 
follows: 
1-8a   Call to praise God 
8b-20a  Creation of the angels and bliss and joy in heaven 
20b-34a Rebellion: Refusal to worship, proclamation of shared power  
  with God and proclamation of the desire to have a home and  
  throne in the northern part of heaven for himself. 
34a-46  Creation of hell as punishment 
47-48 Recount: Rebellion 
49-71a  Fall, including the loss of hope, the anger of God, the 
  deprivation of power in heaven and expulsion 
71b-77  In exile 
78-102  Peace returns to heaven and God ordains the creation of earth  
and waters beneath heaven, along with earth-dwellers to take  
the place of the fallen angels 
 
God is named thirty times in these lines, with no repetition of formula, 
compound or other collocation between them.322 Fifteen different central terms form 
the nuclei of the designations used. All of these occur only once or twice, with the 
exception of god (seven times) and drihten (five times). A rhythm of naming is 
visible here: the more elaborate epithets appear in clusters, while god and drihten 
appear on their own (usually alternating) in passages in which God is mentioned with 
less intensity. God (deus) and drihten (dominus) are the two most frequent and 
general forms available for the naming of God, both in Old English and Latin. They 
therefore bear the least semantically specific colouring of all Old English 
                                                 
321 For a discussion of the sources of Genesis A, see: Doane, ed., Genesis A , or Remley, Old English 
Biblical Verse, pp. 94-167. 
322 See Appendix C: Table 5 and Table 6. 
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designations for God. The first cluster of more specific epithets appears in the 
opening lines of the poem.  
 
Call to Worship the Creator 
Lines 1-8 offer an introductory exaltation of God, the beginning of which is 
similar to the liturgy of the preface of the Roman mass, a reminder of the purpose of 
all creation, as Doane points out: the doxology of God:323  
 
Vere dignum et justum est, aequum et salutare, nos tibi semper et ubique 
gratias agere :324 
 
We have already encountered a similar passage at the beginning of this thesis. The 
opening of Cædmon’s Hymn functions correspondingly, as an evocation of the 
opening of the mass.325 Indeed, Cædmon’s Hymn on the Creation ‘corresponds in 
function and statement’ to the beginning of Genesis, as Doane remarks, outlining the 
invisible creation.326 Great similarity does not necessarily imply that one is 
dependent on the other, however, as both can be individual renderings of the well-
known liturgical text. In either case Cædmon’s Hymn remains a suitable example for 
comparison, as the potential common source seems to have inspired similar thoughts 
in both poems.  
 
                                                 
323  Doane, ed., Genesis A , p. 225. ‘Vere dignum et justum est ... nos tibi.. gratias agere. First noted by 
L. Michel, 'Genesis A and the Praefatio', Modern Language Notes 62:8 (1947): 545-50.  
324 Preface to the Mass: ‘Truly it is  fitting, just, and right that we praise you and  give you thanks 
always and everywhere.’ See Michel, ‘Genesis A’. 
325 Both texts refer to the opening phrases of the liturgy of the Eucharist. While Cædmon’s Hymn 
paraphrases the opening through the priest, Genesis A refers to the response said by the congregation. 
A quick list of textual similarities between Cædmon’s Hymn and Genesis A are listed by  Remley, Old 
English Biblical Verse , pp. 36-7 (footnote 62). 
326 Doane, ed., Genesis A , p. 225. This is not as spectacular as it may seem, as a number of other 
poems use a similar format, and we here clearly have a form of type-scene. Another example would 
be, for example, the opening of the Kentish Hymn (See Appendix. C, Text 5), or even as in Lyric XI 
of the Advent Lyrics (Appdx. C, Text 6). 
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Nu sculen herigean   heofonrices weard, 
meotodes meahte     and his modgeþanc, 
weorc wuldorfæder,  swa he wundra 
                                           gehwæs, 
ece drithen,   or onstealde.327 (Cæd ll. 1-
4) 
Us is riht micel   ðæt we rodera weard 
wereda wuldorcining,    wordum herigen, 
modum lufien!     He is mægna sped, 
heafod ealra      heahgesceafta, 
frea ælmihtig. 328  (Gen A ll. 1-5a) 
 
Both passages call upon the necessity to worship the Creator. He is called upon first 
as the Protector of heaven (heofonrices weard, rodera weard), and an expression of 
rulership (meotod, wereda wuldorcining). Both texts make mention of the mod, 
though interestingly in a different function. Cædmon’s Hymn enumerates what 
attributes of God should be especially worshipped: meaht (might), modgeþanc (will 
of mind), and the weorc (work) of the wuldorfæder (Glory-Father).329 All these seem 
natural in a Genesis setting, as the work of Creation was achieved by God’s might 
through his will. In Genesis A, on the other hand, a similar choice of words is used to 
refer to the means by which we may praise God (word and mod), an evocation 
common enough in Old English.330 Doane reminds us that the failure to praise God 
‘was the chief outward sign of the injustice and pride of fallen angels.’331 
 
                                                 
327 Cædmon’s Hymn (West-Saxon Version), ‘Now shall we worship the Protector of the heavenly 
Kingdom, the might of the Measurer and the will of his mind, the work of the Glorious Father, in that 
he of each miraculous thing, Eternal Lord, made the beginning.’ The italics are mine and highlight the 
designations for God. Underlined words are of special interest in the comparison.  
328 ‘It is very right for us that we worship the Protector of the heavens, the Glory-King of 
Hosts with words and love him with our hearts/minds. He is the Means of powers, the Head of all high 
beings, the Lord almighty.’ 
329 Concepts such as those expressed by mod have prominence in the discussion of the fall of the 
angels. Mod itself is an example of the difficulty that accompanies any effort to transpose such 
complex and different concepts as that of the mod into Modern English phrasing. As I have done in 
similar cases throughout the thesis, I will endeavour to find the closest semantic equivalent of the Old 
English sense for my translations, which in some cases might mean artificial compounding.  
330 This subject will be discussed further in the following chapter. For the complexity of the word 
mod, see, for example, M. Godden, 'Anglo-Saxons on the Mind' in Learning and Literature in Anglo-
Saxon England: Studies Presented to Peter Clemoes on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, 
Michael Lapidge and Helmut Gneuss (eds.) (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 271-98. 
331 Doane, ed., Genesis A , p. 226. 
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 To go back to the designations for God in these lines, the first in Genesis A, 
rodera weard can function as contrast between God inside and outside creation, or 
this world, by emphasizing his position and function in heaven, as we shall see in the 
following chapter. This meaning is also appropriate for Cædmon’s Hymn, since the 
expression is used to designate God in the moment of the creation of the world. In 
Genesis A, however, the expression also foreshadows a different level of meaning: 
that of the Protector of heaven against forces that might threaten order and rulership, 
namely the rebelling angels. This additional semantic dimension remains present 
throughout the opening passage of Genesis A. The meotod (Measurer) of Cædmon’s 
Hymn has a parallel place to the wereda wuldorcining (Glory-King of hosts) of 
Genesis A, which itself is expanded a few lines further by heafod ealra 
heahgesceafta (l. 4, Head of all high-beings). The general expression of authority of 
Cædmon’s Hymn is here a more specific, a forceful statement. Genesis A affirms 
right at the beginning who has authority over all angels and heaven, who is their 
King and Head. The morphological grouping weard – werod – word in the first two 
lines has enjoyed scrutiny by Roberta Frank.332 Here we have one of her main 
examples for the use of paronomasia as textual marker in Old English poetry. The 
emphasis lies on the word, which bears implications of the divine Word due to the 
popular conflation of John 1:1 with the beginning of Genesis. Puns on the 
morphological familiarities of word and its fellow playmates (i.e. werod), recur at 
various critical moments throughout the poem. The next instance can be found in ll. 
110-111, in the proem to the narrative of the creation of the world, the point at which 
in Doane’s opinion the parallel narration to Cædmon’s Hymn picks up again: 
     oð þæt þeos woruldgesceaft 
                                                 
332 R. Frank, 'Some Uses of Paronomasia in Old English Scriptural Verse', Speculum 47 (1972): 207-
26, especially pp. 211-214. 
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  þurh word gewearð    wuldorcyinges333 (Gen A, ll. 110-111) 
 
The pun and the designation wuldorcyning function as signposts which mark the 
beginning of these two sections and link the narration of the Creation together.  
 
The Source of Power 
Genesis A also mentions the mægna sped (l. 3). The epithet alliterates with 
mod, a common collocation with mægen, just as the collocation of miht and mod in 
Cædmon’s Hymn.334 But mægna sped also offers a wealth of associations and 
allusions in its own right which deserve separate consideration here. According to 
Bosworth-Toller, sped can denote ‘means’ or ‘abundance’. The context of the 
immediately following creation of the angels allows for an association of the Means 
of the mægna (power) with the Creator of Angels. In line 11, the creation of the 
wuldres bearna (children of glory) occurs by means of the wielding power of God 
(þurh geweald godes). More prominent in this context is once again the allusion to 
that additional semantic dimension which refers forward to the moment of rebellion 
and fall of the angels. God is here called the Means of powers (mægna sped), and 
therefore also the Source of the power coveted by Lucifer and his following 
angels.335 Without God there is no power, as becomes apparent in line 52, at the 
                                                 
333 ‘until this world was made through  the Word of the Glory-King.’ The use of paronomasia to frame 
the ‘unbiblical episode’ has also been noted by A. Orchard, 'Conspicuous Heroism: Abraham, 
Prudentius, and the Old English Verse Genesis' in The Poems of MS Junius 11: Basic Readings (New 
York and London, 2002), pp. 119-31, esp. p. 123. 
334 Randolf Quirk already uses mod and mægen as an example for his ‘habitual collocations’ in R. 
Quirk, 'Poetic Language ad Old English Meter' in Essays On the English Language, Randolf Quirk 
(ed.) (London, 1968), pp. 1-19. N. J. Engberg, 'Mod-Mægen Balance in Elene, The Battle of Maldon 
and The Wanderer', NM 85 (1984): 212-26 discusses the coexistence of mental mod and physical 
mægen. 
335 There is only one other instance of the collocation mægna sped in Old English literature, in the 
Metres of Boethius 20, where the speakers ask God to forgive their inner selves (modum) and open 
their spiritual eyes with his mægen + sped, so that they might be rid of the mists, be healed and 
enabled to behold God in his Glory. This scene seems closely related to the Augustinian concept of 
the mists of evil clouding the mind and preventing the contemplation of the Divine. See Augustine on 
Psalm 117 in Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos CI-CL, ed. D. Eligius Dekkers and Johannes 
Fraipont, CCSL 38-40 (Turnhout, 1956), pp. 1656-64.  
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establishment of punishment, when the rebellious angels cannot bring forth their 
power (mægyn bryttigan) against God.  
 
Drihten and Þeoden 
Even though the main parallel to the next passage of Cædmon’s Hymn occurs 
one hundred lines later, the beginning of Genesis A also moves from the praise of 
God to a creation account. After an acclamation of the eternity of the ece drihten (l. 
7, eternal Lord), during which the epithet summarises the narration it occurs in, the 
poem moves on to the creation of the angels and joy in heaven before the rebellion. 
Here, in lines 8b-20a, the designations for the angels are the more complex, while  
those used for God are more general. We do however find God referred to as heora 
ordfruma (l. 13, their Origin) and liffrea (l. 16, Lord of life), which also accompany 
and underline the content of the narration, underscoring the angels’ status as God’s 
creatures. Drihten (Lord) and þeoden (Ruler of a people) both appear in popular 
alliterative collocations: þegna þrymfæst (l.15, noble retainers) immediately precedes 
and alliterates with þeoden.336 The semantic connection is clearly visible as that of 
the lord and his servant. These epithets also confirm the narration within which they 
are placed, as these servants are described in their act of service here. Drihten 
alliterates with duguþ (l.17, [heavenly] host, virtue, excellence, strength, power), 
with which it is often collocated as discussed above in the previous chapter.337 Less 
                                                 
336 This is a very frequent collocation. A search in the Old English Corpus reveals twenty-six joint 
usages of þeoden and þegn, and even more (though repetitive) of þeod and þegn. Three occurrences of 
the former appear in Genesis A, two in Genesis B. 
337 According to the Dictionary of Old English, duguþ occurs ca. 200 times, mainly in poetry. A 
search of the Old English Corpus reveals that twenty-five of these occurrences are linked to drihten or 
a derivation thereof, twelve of which can be found in Genesis A (none in Genesis B) alone. All but one 
of these share alliterating positions in the same line. Nine alliterate with each other while two occur 
within the same half-line. Four occurrences contain derivatives of drihten (drihtfolc, drihtwer, 
drihtlic, drihtenhold), and among the usages of duguþ, we find examples of both meanings, ‘host’ as 
well as ‘excellence, power’. These two meanings are not mutually exclusive when used to describe 
angels, as both power and virtue are names of angelic orders.  
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frequent is the combination of both collocations. Their reoccurrence only sixty lines 
further on is thus remarkable:  
 
  þa wæs soð swa ær    sibb on heofnum, 
  fægre freoþoþeawas,    frea eallum leof, 
  þeoden his þegnum;    þrymmas weoxon 
  duguða mid drihtne,   dreamhæbbendra.338 (Gen A, ll. 78-81) 
 
While the first instance of these joint collocations occurred during the description of 
bliss in heaven before rebellion and fall, this passage marks the end of rebellion and 
punishment and the return of peace to heaven after the fall of the rebellious angels. It 
is the last sentence of the section on the rebellion in Genesis A and concludes the 
manuscript page. The next sentence on the next page is marked by a large initial 
wynn. It announces a shift of focus, from the account of the rebellion to the future 
and the creation of man which will lead away from apocryphal exploration to biblical 
narration.   
 
Rebellion 
I have introduced the wuldres bearna (l. 11, children of Glory) above, an 
epithet which is apposed to gasta wearda (l. 12, protectors of spirits). Gasta wearda 
is used twice for the angels (ll. 12 and 41), the second time however to designate the 
fallen angels in the description of their imminent punishment. Another weard should 
be considered alongside these occurrences: Lucifer is introduced as engla weard (l. 
22, protector of angels) at the moment at which his pride is made manifest. Are these 
uses of weard (guardian) then further accusations levelled at them, as they pronounce 
the responsibilities which both archangel and his following angels fail? While the 
first instance of gasta wearda is set in pre-rebellion heaven, the other two 
                                                 
338 ‘There was as before true peace in the heavens, fair peace, the Lord was dear to all, the Ruler to his 
retainers, glories waxed for the hosts with the Lord, the blissful ones.’  
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designations appear in the context of rebellion. Lines 20b-48 contain the main 
narration of the rebellion and that of the creation of hell as place of punishment for 
the rebelling angels. God is mentioned five times within this passage, with three god 
(ll. 25, 34 and 46) and two drihten (ll. 26 and 40) alternating.  
 
Even though Lucifer is mentioned twice within the fall narration of Genesis 
A, a position of prominence is taken by the rebelling angels as a group, both as acting 
rebels and as objects of God’s wrath. They are referred to seven times in these lines, 
three times through pronouns and four times by epithets alliterating on ‘w’: werod 
(ll. 27 and 35, host), werloga (l. 36, troth-breaker, traitor), wræcca (l. 39, fugitive, 
outcast, exile) and gasta weard (l. 41, protector of spirits). All four appear in the 
section which describes the creation of hell as punishment in lines 34-41 and are 
embedded in a flood of w alliteration:  
 
   þa wearð yrre god    
 and þam werode wrað    þe he ær wurðode  
 wlite and wuldre.       Sceop þam werlogan 
 wræclicne ham     weorce to leane, 
 helleheafas,      hearde niðas. 
 Heht þæt witehus    wræcna bidan, 
 deop, dreama leas,     drihten ure   
 gasta weardas,     þa he hit geare wiste,339 (Gen A, ll. 34-41) 
 
The beginning of the alliterative play in these lines lies in the preceding passage in 
line 27. This is the moment of rebellion itself. The angels have turned away from 
                                                 
339 ‘Then God was angry and wroth with that host whom he had exalted before into radiance and 
glory. He shaped a wretched home for those troth-breakers as reward for their work, howlings of hell 
and painful afflictions. He, our Lord, ordered those exiles to endure that torture-house, deep, bereft of 
joys, those protectors of souls, when he knew it to be ready.’ I have set the w alliteration in bold type 
and underlined the designations for the rebelling angels. 
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God’s love and their better fate and declared that they will share with God 
‘wuldorfæstan wic    werodes þrymme’ (l. 27, the glorious city through the power of 
the host). This line puns with l. 38, where another place is described in half-line a: 
the wræclic ham (wretched home), the consequence of the weorc (which puns with 
the werod of l. 27) mentioned in the accompanying b-half-line. The werod which 
rebels in line 27 draws the wrath of God upon itself, due to its behaviour, even 
though they had been exalted (l. 35, wurðode) into radiance (l. 36, wlit) and glory (l. 
36, wuldor) before. The host is one of troth-breakers (l. 36, werloga); their 
punishment is to be exiles (l. 39, wræcca) for whom the torture-house (l. 39, witehus) 
has been created.  
The w alliterations in this passage paint a stark picture of the guilt and 
negative fate of the rebelling angels, who are themselves firmly placed within this 
scene of punishment through the w alliterations of the epithets used for them. 
Considering that w alliterating designations for God appear in other parts of the 
poem, their absence from this festival of w is remarkable. God, though having judged 
and creating hell, stays outside this image. Nothing distracts from the darkness of 
punishment, as the guilt of the rebelling angels is not transferable onto any other 
agent. The doctrine of evil as absence of good comes to mind. Alliteration here 
becomes the tool instead of the cause for word choice. Far from being driven by 
alliteration, word choice comes together with alliteration (in quite a subtle and 
sophisticated manner) to forward and develop meaning. Even though this is the most 
striking passage, w – and also g alliterations, as already in gasta weard – are the 
most prominent among the epithets used for the falling and fallen angels after this 
point. We find wiðerbreca (l. 64, adversary), wærleas werod (l. 67, faithless host), 
geomre gast (l. 69, miserable spirits), werige gastas (l. 90, sad/miserable spirits), 
gielpsceaþa (l. 96, boastful enemy) and wrað gield (l. 101, cruel idol), which 
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collectively comprise the majority of epithets used within the section of the poem 
analysed here. 
 
 
Judgement 
We have already encountered two of the three designations for God with a w 
beginning in rodera weard (l. 1) and wereda wuldorcining (l. 2). The final one 
(waldend, ll. 49 and 68) occurs twice within the section of Genesis A which is under 
scrutiny here, initially as the first more specific designation for God after the passage 
I have just discussed. The description of the exiling of the rebel angels begins on a 
new leaf, at the top of page 4 of the manuscript. Here, in lines 49 – 54, is another 
cluster of designations for God.  
 
 
 Him seo wen gleah,     siððan waldend his, 
 heofona heahcining,   honda arærde, 
hehste wið þam herge.   Ne mihton hygelease,  
mæne wið metode,     mægyn bryttigan, 
ac him se mæra     mod getwæfde, 
bælc forbigde.340 (Gen A, ll. 49-54) 
 
Again, we have the theme of God as holder and distributor of power, both of that 
which the angels covet and the ability to withdraw any power from whomsoever he 
wishes. Metod (Measurer), already familiar in the last chapter, will be discussed 
further in the context analysis of Christ and Satan. Waldend (Wielder of power over 
x) and especially heofona heahcining (High-King of the heavens) were discussed in 
                                                 
340 ‘Their hope slipped away from them when the Wielder of power over them, the High-King of the 
heavens, raised his hands high against that troop. The thoughtless ones could not complain against the 
Ruler, bring forth power against him, but the Great One deprived them of their pride and broke their 
arrogance.’  
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the previous chapter. Suffice it here to say that all these terms are connected with the 
wielding of power over others and with the power to judge and condemn. The rebels 
however are hygeleas (thoughtless) and deprived of their inner self (mod) which is 
full of pride. They are sin-stained (l. 55, synsceaþan) and, diminished and wretched, 
turn into enemies (l. 57, feond and l. 64, wiðerbreca). They are exiled and disposed.  
 
Conclusion 
This closer look at the designations for God and his adversaries in the first 
section of Genesis A has revealed a number of functions and modes of use for these 
designations. Designations, such as mægna sped (l.3, Means of powers), or waldend 
(i.e. l.49, Wielder of power over X) have established and evoked the theme of power-
struggle and -distribution between God and the rebelling angels within the two 
clusters of designations which I have discussed in detail. Allusions to power 
throughout the passage refer to this established concept, and become more 
meaningful. In the case of the rebellion itself, for example, its success is entrusted to 
the werodes þrymme (l. 27, power of the host) by the rebelling angels. The 
paronomasia, which functions as textual marker and can evoke certain semantic 
associations, makes good use of designations within this passage. Some designations 
summarize the narrative context in which they appear (i.e. ece drihten, eternal Lord), 
while others can be understood as independent commentary on the narration (i.e. 
waldend his). Collocations of designations with familiar partner-words work as 
textual signals, even without fixed semantic connections. The combinations of 
þeoden with þegn and of drihten with duguð enhance the awareness of these groups 
which accordingly bring the second concurrence of all four words more into the 
foreground. In the section of ‘w’ alliteration, the choice of epithets is influenced both 
by the semantic context and the first letter, and an elaborate pun presents a complex 
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image and establishes associations that can be recalled after the passage is concluded. 
The use of very general and different designations for God (god and drihten) 
distinguishes God from this image and these associations.   
4.3. Analysis: Genesis B 
 
 
The second case to be considered in this analysis is the narration of the fall of 
the angels in the interpolated Genesis B. After a description of the creation of the 
world, of Adam and Eve and of the prohibition against eating the apple, this other 
account of the fall presents a different rebellious angel with his followers: the highest 
and brightest of angels and the darkest of devils.  
 
Interpolated on pp. 13-40, in ll. 235-851, we find the translation of the Old 
Saxon Genesis poem, fragments of another version of which can be found in the 
Vatican, in Palatinus Latinus 1447.341 Both aesthetic reasons and the need to fill the 
gap of a missing fall of man suggested by the lacuna between pp. 12 and 13 in the 
manuscript have been brought forth as an explanation for the inclusion of the text. Its 
closeness to the Old Saxon Heliand is well documented, and Doane places the Old 
Saxon Genesis poem chronologically after the composition of the Heliand from 
which it draws.342 Doane follows Erik Rooth in his argument that the Old Saxon of 
the Heliand (and therefore also of the linguistically very similar Genesis) are 
witnesses of ‘a poetic grapholect that expressed an idealized Saxon speech (i.e. a 
                                                 
341 For a speculative but convincing description of events leading to both the Genesis B and the 
Vatican Genesis versions of the poem, see Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis , pp. 53-4. The relation 
between the Old Saxon and the Old English passages that survive from the Genesis material has been 
discussed in depth by Ute Schwab. See especially U. Schwab, Ansätze zu einer Interpretation der 
Altsächsischen Genesisdichtung, Annali, Istituto Orientale di Napoli, Filologia Germanica 17 (1974) 
and the more recent U. Schwab, Die Bruchstücke der altsächsischen Genesis und ihrer altenglischen 
Übertragung, Göppinger Beiträge zur Textgeschichte 29 (Göppingen, 1991). René Derolez offers a 
helpful discussion of research done on the relationship between the Old Saxon and Old English 
Fragments in R. Derolez, 'Genesis: Old Saxon and Old English', ES 76 (1995): 409-23. 
342 Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis , p. 46. 
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speech substratum predominantly north-western and Ingvaeonic in character) in 
written forms strongly influenced by Frankish and Anglo-Saxon orthography, 
grammar, and vocabulary.’343  
The Old English Genesis B is of course once removed even from that, as it is 
a translation (not necessarily by an Anglo-Saxon) of the Old Saxon text. This has to 
be kept in mind while looking at the designations for God within the text. However, 
even though the use of epithets within Genesis B cannot function as proof for typical 
Anglo-Saxon usage, the Anglo-Saxon influence on the language of the original and 
the fact that these words were used within the translation, show that the epithets were 
understood and acceptable to the Old English language community. Furthermore, the 
fact that a manuscript with illustrations was available in Canterbury to be translated 
and adapted, if we follow Raw’s argument, shows that the concepts within this 
Genesis text seeped into the consciousness of at least the Canterbury circle, even 
before the translation was incorporated into the Old English literary body.344 Genesis 
B therefore can tell us a lot about the Old English designations for God, if we keep 
this caveat in mind. It enables us to see the Old English tradition from a different 
perspective – in dialogue with Saxon as part of a web of influences and counter 
influences. The differences between the poems form their own shape of the Other 
against which a comparison of these designations may be established. 
 
Unlike Genesis A, Genesis B is more liberal in the interpretation of the 
narrative. It is an explanatory renarrativisation, a haggadah of the Genesis material, 
                                                 
343
 Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis, p. 45. See E. Rooth, 'Über die Heliandsprache' in Fragen und 
Forschungen im Bereich und Umkreis der Germanischen Philologie: Festgabe für Theodor Frings 
zum 70. Geburtstag (Berlin, 1956), pp. 40-79.  
344 Raw, 'The Construction of Junius 11' and Raw, 'The Probable Derivation'. 
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not a paraphrase.345 Both episodes translated in the Junius 11 manuscript (the fall of 
the angels and the fall of man) are independently written, within a similar framework 
to the biblical narrative, but transforming it. The fall of the angels no longer prefaces 
the main narrative of the poem, as in Genesis A, but is an integral part of it. The 
emphasis is not so much on external description of events, but on a psychological 
quest from cause to effect, including a tropological level which sometimes shifts into 
the homiletic. The parallelism between ‘us’, the readers and not only Adam, but also 
Satan, is demonstrated with varying emphasis throughout the poem. Satan, for 
example, is dear not to his, but to our Lord (‘Deore wæs he drihtne urum’ l. 261).346 
The poet can also be more explicit, as in:  
 
    Swa deð monna gehwilc  
  þe wið his waldend     winnan ongynneð 
  mid mane wið þone maeran drihten.347 (Gen B, ll 297-299) 
 
Rebellion, punishment and suffering become more individualised in Genesis B than 
was the case in Genesis A. The first narration of the fall in the Junius manuscript had 
been very polarised and generalised. Two sides fight a war; the morally deviating 
side loses and communally falls into punishment. In Genesis B, the angels follow 
Satan in the fall as well as in the rebellion. He is singled out, rebels and falls 
individually. The passage of Genesis B which depicts the rebellion and fall of the 
angels, and which is relevant to this analysis, is located in lines 246-441, and its 
structure can be summarized as follows: 
 
                                                 
345 See: J. M. Evans, 'Genesis B and Its Background', Review of English Studies: A Quarterly Journal 
of English Literature and the English Language 14 (1963): 1-16 and Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis , 
pp. 93-107. 
346 For a thorough study on narrative perspective and the use of the first person pronoun in the poem, 
see  Breen, 'The Voice of Evil' pp. 22-54.  
347 ‘And so does each man who begins to fight against his Ruler, with evil against the Glorious Lord’ 
[namely suffer in hell].’ 
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246-258 Before the fall: The creation of the ten orders of angels and 
the placement of Lucifer above all other angels 
259-291 Lucifer turns from God and speaks rebellion 
292-297a God hears the treason and the judgement of Lucifer 
297b-299a Warning to all that this is how God treats those who  
  fight against him 
299b-320a Fall: Repetition of guilt and judgement, and fall from heaven 
into hell, including transformation of angels into devils  
 320b-321 Inlay: On the good angels 
322-337 Punishment and recapitulation of the reasons that lead to it. 
Recount of the rebellion of all fallen angels. 
338-355 Introit to the first Lament: Focus on Lucifer’s transformation 
356-441 Satan’s Lament 
 
This narration of the fall is twice as long as that in Genesis A and exhibits some very 
interesting choices and uses of designations for God within this passage. Genesis B 
offers fourty-seven designations for God within 196 lines, using ten different central 
terms.348 God and drihten are by far the most frequent terms used, though two further 
expressions also occupy prominent places within the frequency ranking: weald-end/-
a (Wielder of power over x) occurs nine times, four of which make up the compound 
alwalda (Wielder of power over all/ Wielder of all power over x), and hearra, which 
is used six times for God, but appears twenty-one times within the poem. The 
remaining terms also largely express authority and power, as Vickery has already 
pointed out:349 cyning (King), goda (the Good one), hehsta (the Highest one) mihtiga 
(the Mighty one), þeoden (Ruler of a people). All terms, except for goda (l. 302) 
(which can be understood as a pun on God’s moral superiority over the rebelling 
angels) therefore express one of the main themes of the poem in general and the 
                                                 
348 See Appendix. C: Table 5.  
349 J. F. Vickrey Jr., 'Genesis B: A New Analysis and Edition', Indiana University, 1960, pp. 50 ff.  
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rebellion and fall of Satan in particular: the strife for power and authority, and the 
question of loyalty and obedience. 
 
Genesis A had also dealt with the struggle for power and the true distribution 
of this power. In Genesis B, however, the relationship between master and servant 
becomes much more prominent. Lucifer/Satan here naturally takes a central position, 
as he withholds loyalty and servitude towards his own master while upholding the 
expectation of loyalty from his own followers. This incongruity and its relevance for 
the fall have been well studied, especially in relation to the hierarchical systems of a 
comitatus on the one hand and a society on the other. The vocabulary of the poem 
provides a key to the interpretation of this struggle.  
Lucas has shown in his analysis of loyalty in Genesis A and B, that the sin of 
the rebelling angels lies in their breaking of the wær (covenant), the lack of 
compliance with the oath of allegiance that binds them to God. 350 The Adam and 
Eve of Genesis B in contrast commit their disobedience in the belief that they are 
doing God’s will. Their sin therefore is that of disobedience, not of breach of loyalty, 
and can be redeemed. Once more, a closer look at the vocabulary used for the 
description of this bond and hierarchical relationship places the concept into a 
continental context, as Ute Schwab and A. N. Doane have shown and René Derolez 
has summarized.351 All three argue a parallelism between the nature of the divine 
hierarchy against which Satan rebels and the system which Charlemagne tried to 
impose upon the conquered Saxons, and another parallelism between the Saxon 
system of independent comitati and the group of retainers assembled around 
                                                 
350 See P. J. Lucas, 'Loyalty and Obedience in the Old English Genesis and the Interpolation of 
Genesis B into Genesis A', Neophil 76 (1992): 121-35. 
351 Schwab, Ansätze , U. Schwab, 'Huld und Huldverlust in der as.-ags. Genesis' in Scritti in onore di 
Salvatore Pugliatti, vol. V: Scritti vari (Messina, 1978), pp. 951-1003, Schwab, Bruchstücke , Doane, 
ed., The Saxon Genesis and Derolez, 'Genesis', especially p. 416.  
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Lucifer/Satan in Genesis B on the other. The Old Saxon Genesis therefore expresses 
a strong political message. This, however, seems to have been less obvious to the 
translator of Genesis B, as the frequent confusion between læn (fief, benefice) and 
lean (reward) as translation of OS lehan (fief, benefice) shows.352   
 
Hearra 
One of the terms used to express the ideas of lordship in the continental 
conflict of hierarchical systems discussed by Schwab et.al. is hearra, which has been 
discussed among the central terms for rulership/authority in the previous chapter.353 
As I have mentioned previously, OE hearra is a loanword from the Old Saxon term, 
which itself is a calque of Latin senior, expressing authority through experience in 
the comparative of the respective term for ‘older’. Such a calque can also be found in 
the Old English epithet ealdor. Indeed, the two Old English forms of this epithet 
alternate within the Genesis poem. Apart from one occurrence each, hearra is 
confined to Genesis B and ealdor is only used throughout the rest of the manuscript 
(i.e. Genesis A). As mentioned in the previous chapter, hearra is an uncommon 
word. That the majority of its occurrences can be found here in Genesis B means that 
the word would stand out, attract attention to itself, and thus bring itself and any 
possible wordplay with it clearly to the foreground of the poem.  
 
Hearra can pun with its Old English homograph, the comparative adjective 
of heah in line 279, where Lucifer rejects the necessity to acknowledge anyone 
higher than himself, ergo another master. ‘Nis me wihtæ þearf // hearran to 
                                                 
352 Derolez, 'Genesis', p. 416. For another discussion of this terminology, see Doane, ed., The Saxon 
Genesis , 118.  
353 I owe the etymological information for both hearra and ealdor to D. H. Green, Language and 
History in the Early Germanic World (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 113 ff. A more detailed description of 
these two epithets can be found in the description of the semantic field of lordship at the beginning of 
the next chapter.  
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habbanne.’ (It is no need to me to have of beings anyone higher [than myself], ll. 
287-9). This links into Lucifer/Satan’s general misconception of highness ‘as a self-
willed and self-attained position, not a quality.’354   
 
This confusion is also expressed in lines 343b-345a, as Doane notes.355 God 
 
sceop him naman siððan,  
cwæð se hehsta hatan sceolde  
Satan siððan...356 (Gen B, ll.343-345) 
 
The epithet se hehsta (the Highest one, l. 344) could be understood as subject of both 
sceop (created), referring to God, and hatan (be called), as apposition to Satan. This 
is the moment of judgement, of transformation from Lucifer into Satan. The epithet 
recalls both the sin of the apostate and the authority of God for judgement, which 
also highlights the foolishness of the angel in his misguided perception and rebellion. 
As discussed before, it of course also highlights the contrast between the heights that 
Lucifer aspired to and the depths to which he falls as consequence.357 This pun is 
more foregrounded in the Anglo-Saxon, as the Old Saxon word for high, hoh, would 
not stand out as much. 
 
A Ring of Rebellion 
The epithet se hehsta also links this moment of judgement to the core of 
Lucifer’s rebellion and his sin in his speech in lines 278-291, where we also found 
the pun on the comparative adjective hearra.  This pun is further elaborated shortly 
before and after, in the description of the throne which Lucifer thought to build for 
                                                 
354 Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis , p. 123. 
355 Ibid. , p. 130-31. 
356‘God then created a name for him, said the highest one [that] he should be called Satan 
henceforth...’ 
357 See Is 14:14 (Appendix. C: Text 2). 
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himself. He refers to the ‘godlecran stol, hearran to heofne’ (ll. 281-82, a godlier 
throne, higher into heaven), which in the previous narrative is mentioned as 
‘strenglicran stol ... heahran on heofonum’ (ll. 273-74, a stronger throne, higher in 
the heavens).358 The comparative adjectives denoting ‘higher’ coincide with the 
repeated use of the epithet hearra in this section of the poem. Four occurrences of 
the designation hearra for God within sixty lines (ll. 263, 279, 294 and 301) coincide 
with two instances where Lucifer refers to himself as hearra (ll. 285 and 288). These 
epithets are located at the centre of Lucifer’s rebellion, in his fateful speech in which 
he severs the bonds of loyalty between servant and master. Ute Schwab has already 
remarked upon the symmetry of the repeated hearra in the two a-lines of 279 and 
282 and in the two b-lines of 285 and 288, as A.N. Doane points out.359 This 
symmetry can be expanded to include an occurrence of god before each group. 
Indeed, the distance between both sets is the same, as there is one line between the 
god and two between the two hearra of each group. This is a metrical expression of 
the rebellion itself, as the a-lines refer to God and the heavenly thrones while the b-
lines contain Lucifer’s references to himself while he boasts of his equality with 
God.  
      
The symmetry between the god and hearra epithets in ll. 276-288 does not 
stand alone. On the contrary, it forms the nucleus of a complex set of repeated 
epithets that frame the moment of rebellion and judgement and culminate in an 
exhortation which relates the narration of the apostate angel to the recipients of the 
poem itself. This interlaced pattern of repetitions and contrasts is essential to the 
style of the poem, on the narratological level as well as the verbal. G. C. Britton has 
                                                 
358 The second h in heahran was altered from an original n. Even though it is impossible to say 
whether this might have been intentional or not, the new spelling makes the pun on Master/higher 
even more obvious and links this mention of the throne to the other even more closely. 
359 Schwab, Ansätze , pp.73 ff and Doane, ed., The Saxon Genesis , p. 261. See also F. G. Cassidy and 
R. N. Ringler, Bright's Old English Grammar and Reader, 3rd ed. (New York, 1971), note to l.282a.  
 4.3. Analysis: Genesis B  
 143 
demonstrated this and also uses the contrast established by the repetition of 
designations for God in Lucifer’s self-reference as an example.360 Designations for 
God and Lucifer/Satan play a fundamental part in the application of this device, as 
lines 256 – 300 demonstrate especially well. A graphic representation of the 
framework in this section can be found in Appendix C: Figure 2.  
 
The complexity of the interlaced frames is easily recognisable. Some 
elements function in groups, as we have seen in the case of the god-hearra group, 
while others are repeated collocations, as in the case of drihten (lord) and sculan 
(must, ought to), brought to the foreground of the poem by the repeated use of the 
collocation. All epithets for God and Lucifer in this passage are represented in Figure 
2, and only one is not clearly connected to another through verbal repetition or 
collocation: se halga god (l. 270, holy God). If we look at the context, we find here 
the first elaboration of a theme that Lucifer states later in l. 283 when he says that he 
‘mæg wesan god swa he’ (can be god like him [God].’ The link between the two 
passages stating Lucifer’s delusion (of himself and his followers) of equality to God 
in might and craft is confirmed in the use of the same epithet, god, once for God and 
once for Lucifer by himself.  
 
The passage of condensed repetition is introduced by the above mentioned 
collocation of the designation drihten with the third person singular past of sculan, 
sceolde. It appears in two subsequent lines immediately before the narration of the 
rebellion. The subject is Lucifer, whose radiance and might in heaven have just been 
described. These positive qualities are God’s part of a covenant, already described in 
                                                 
360 G. C. Britton, 'Repetition and Contrast in the Old English Later Genesis', Neophil 58 (1974): 66-
73. Britton explains in detail how Lucifer/Satan appropriates qualities rightfully attributed to God for 
himself and thus falls prey to empty boasts. As demonstrated below and in Britton’s article, 
designations for God form an important part in this narration of appropriation.  
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ll. 246-251. God has shaped the ten angelic orders that they may enter a 
giongorscipe, a ‘youngership’ or vassalage with him. For Lucifer, singled out in 
greatness, the terms of this vassalage are also explicitly mentioned. 
 
      Lof sceolde he drihtnes wyrcean, 
dyran sceolde he his dreamas on heofonum,        and sceolde his drihtne þancian, 
þæs leanes þe he him on þam leohte gescerede    þonne lete he his hine lange wealdan.361 
 (Gen B, ll. 256-258)   
 
The same collocation is repeated after the rebellion in lines 295-296. The covenant is 
broken, and the consequent judgement is phrased in similar words. For his uprising 
against his Master (hearra) and the haughty word he spoke against drihten sinne (his 
Lord), ‘sceolde he þa dæd ongyldan’ (he had to repay the deed) and ‘sceolde his wite 
habban’ (had to receive his torment).  For the rest of the section of the poem analysed 
here, sceolde will evoke the moment of judgement and punishment, be it in line 317, 
where the torment that engulfs the fallen angels in hell is described, or in lines 344 
and 348, where the decree renames Lucifer as Satan and gives him a new function 
(adversary) and realm (hell). Another collocation is linked to this. Lines 264–268 
state the severance of the bonds of loyalty as Lucifer refuses to fulfil his part of the 
covenant, the geongordom (vassalage, l. 267).362 The formulation used here is a 
variation on the formulation used for the law and judgement discussed above: ‘nolde 
gode þeowian’ (l. 264, didn’t want to serve God) and its repetition spreads across the 
lines 266-268.  
                                                 
361 ‘He should have won the love of the Lord, he should have held his joys in the heavens dear, and 
should have thanked his lord for the reward/gift that he had shown him in that light [heaven], then he 
would have let him long wield power over it.’  
362 The term geongordom is of interest itself. Its only occurrence is in Genesis B, where it is 
represented four times. Lines 267 and 283 speak of the service in geongerdom which Lucifer owes 
God, while lines 662 and 743 have the service in geongordom as subject which Adam and Eve owe 
their God. The association of the geongra with the follower of God is scarcely attested in Old English. 
Apart from Genesis B, I can only find it used in one Homily for Palm Sunday, where it is used for 
Joseph Arimathea: ‘Se wæs ær Hælendes geongra & his discipul.’ (Who had been before the 
Saviour’s geongra and his disciple) in K. G. Schaefer, 'An Edition of Five Old English Homilies for 
Palm Sunday, Holy Saturday and Easter Sunday', diss., Columbia, 1972. On the continent, the term 
has survived into modern times, as the Modern German word for disciple is Jünger. 
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Similar to the double repetition of drihten and sculan, the combination of 
hehsta heofones wealdend (highest Wielder of power over heaven) with þa 
heah/halga stole (the high/holy throne) in lines 260 and 300 embraces the entire 
passage of rebellion. While the drihten / sceolde collocation led in from the previous 
passage on pre-lapsarian heaven and concluded the main passage of rebellion with 
the proclamation of the sentence, this combination opens the moment of rebellion 
and leads into the next passage of the fall itself. Apart from serving as a narrative 
marker, the designation is very fitting in this context, as it once more recapitulates 
the main points of conflict and proclaims Lucifer’s delusion by presenting the true 
Ruler over heaven in his proper hierarchical setting. Thus the designations and their 
repetitions and groupings zoom more and more into the centre of the rebellion itself. 
The rebellion is separated into two sections, that of the narration of the rebellion 
including commentary from the narrator as outside spectator with a historical 
perspective, and that of Lucifer himself, in his speech and immediate act of rebellion. 
Both parts are separated and linked by their final sentence. This apposes god as 
designation for God with geongra weorðan in lines 277 and 291. God is appropriate 
here for various reasons. Besides its alliteration with geongra, the god of line 277 is 
also the god of the god/hearra group which functions as a contrast to the devil’s 
claims. In line 291 the poet uses the opportunity to pun god (God) with god (good). 
 
Condensed as it may be, it is not only the passage of lines 256-300 which 
makes use of the repetition of designations as narrative tool to link similar scenes to 
each other. Weroda drihten (Lord of hosts), for example occurs three times within 
the section of the poem which is analysed here. In line 255 it refers to the source of 
Lucifer’s radiance and power. In line 352 it refers to the Lord whom godes engel, 
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hwit on heofne (God’s angel, radiant in the sky, ll. 49) refuses to worship. The epithet 
for Lucifer is itself a repetition of ll. 338-39, with which it frames the transformation 
and renaming of Lucifer into Satan, including the establishment of him as Lord over 
dark hell. Weroda drihten appears once more in line 386, where it refers to the God 
who knows that there cannot be friendship between his two creations, Satan and 
Adam. The Lord here is Creator and also Source of Power and the Deprivation 
thereof.  
 
Conclusion 
To summarize, the designations found in the part of Genesis B which I have 
analysed express the main theme underlying this part of the poem: power and the 
relationship between Master and Servant. Some designations, such as hearra, have 
interesting political connotations relevant to the underlying levels of meaning within 
the poem. Lines 256 to 300 have also provided a complex example of the use of 
designations for God by themselves or within collocations as metrical and 
narratological markers. In this role, the designations have functioned as 
commentaries that emphasise or further expand the main themes of the respective 
passages, as in the alienated use of god and hearra within the first speech of Lucifer. 
The use of similar designations within the same narratological contexts has been 
shown in the case of se halga god of line 270. While once more all designations 
semantically fit the context in which they appear, the main driving force in the 
selection of epithets here seems to have arisen from within the narrative demands of 
the poem itself and its general theological or diabological context. 
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4.4. Analysis: Christ and Satan 
 
The last poem to be considered here is also the last in the manuscript.363 
Situated on pp. 213 – 229 of the manuscript, gathering 17 was enlarged to 
accommodate the entire poem. It is therefore an addition to the three Old Testament 
poems of the rest of Junius 11, but was inserted before the first binding. The poem 
was copied by two (or three) new scribes as opposed to the scribe who copied all 
previous poems, and later corrected by another scribe. The inscription after the 
conclusion of the poem, which reads FINIT LIBER II AMEN, suggests that the 
poem was part of the final plan for compilation, though added at a later moment. The 
unity of the poem is also debated. While the editorial title of the poem, Christ and 
Satan, explains the subject of the entire text, three different sections can be 
distinguished, whether as originally separate poems or parts of the same. These 
movements, as Muir calls them, are concerned with the fall of the angels, the 
harrowing of hell and the temptation of Christ by Satan in the desert.364 The conflict 
between Christ and Satan, the origin of evil and the history of salvation are the 
concerns that underlie all three parts. The poem is therefore dedicated to the theme 
which is the basis of this chapter. In the course of this analysis, however, I will 
concentrate on those passages which deal with the sub-theme of the fall of the 
Angels.  
 
                                                 
363 For a copy of the text, see Appendix C: Texts 8 and following. Among the major studies of the 
poem are M. D. Clubb, ed., Christ and Satan: An Old English Poem (New Haven, 1925), R. E. 
Finnegan, ed., Christ and Satan: A Critical Edition (Waterloo, Ontario, 1977), and C. R. Sleeth, 
Studies in Christ and Satan (1982). On questions regarding the poem in its manuscript context, see 
also especially Raw, 'The Construction of Junius 11'and J. Hill, 'Confronting Germania Latina: 
Changing Responses to Old English Biblical Verse' in Latin Culture and Medieval Germanic Europe: 
Proceedings of the First Germania Latina Conference, 26 May 1989, Richard North and Tette Hofstra 
(eds.) (Groningen, 1992), pp. 71-87 and J. R. Hall, 'The Old English Epic of Redemption: The 
Theological Unity of MS Junius 11' in The Poems of MS Junius 11: Basic Readings, R.M. Liuzza 
(ed.) (New York and London, 2002), pp. 20-52. For a comprehensive discussion of former and recent 
scholarship, see Muir, ed., MS. Junius 11 .  
364 Muir, ed., MS. Junius 11 , ‘Date, Texts and Authorship’. 
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The structure of the poem is slightly more complicated than that of the 
previous two extracts of Genesis A and B. The objective of the narration of the fall in 
Christ and Satan is its place within the conflict between the two protagonists and in 
the exploration of the consequence of rebellion. Instead of a – more or less – linear 
structure, this account consists of a number of circular sections that depict the events 
and consequences from slightly different angles. It is another example of what 
Britton calls a ‘patterned poem of intertwined thought and mood;’365 a kind of 
narrative interlaced pattern which we have to follow, similar to that of beasts or 
branches in Anglo-Saxon art, instead of searching for the straight line of narration. 
Most striking is that this narration is not situated at the beginning of creation and 
outside our history, as it was in the two Genesis accounts, but is placed within time 
and history. Satan and his devils are speaking from a standpoint contemporary to the 
audience and are commenting upon the fall from this perspective. Ruth Wehlau sees 
an expression of another main theme of the poem in this, the salvatory nature of 
(scriptural) knowledge, before it is too late.  
 
Christ and Satan repeatedly contrasts before and after, ær (before) and 
nu (now), as Satan and the fallen angels remember their earlier actions 
from their position in the eternal present, and as the narrator urges the 
reader to consider the afterlife while in this life.366 
 
 
While the first part of the fall narration takes the form of a group of laments 
on how things have become (ll. 1-223), the second part offers a recapitulation of a 
more descriptive nature (ll. 224-314).   
 
1 -  18  Exaltation of God 
19 – 33 First Narration: (19-21) Creation of Adam and Lucifer, (22-24a) 
                                                 
365 Britton, 'Repetition and Contrast', p. 72.  
366 R. Wehlau, 'The Power of Knowledge and the Location of the Reader in Christ and Satan' in The 
Poems of MS Junius 11: Basic Readings, R.M. Liuzza (ed.), Basic Readings In Anglo-Saxon England 
(New York and London, 1998), pp. 287-301, p. 293. 
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 rebellion, (24b-33) fall  
34 – 50 Satan’s First Lament: (34-43) After the fall, (44-48a) heaven before  
and after the fall, (48b-50) after the Fall 
51 – 64 Complaint of and Accusation by the Devils: (53-57a) Rebellion,  
(57b-58), after the fall, (59-64) rebellion  
65 – 80 Interspersed Narration: (65 – 67a) Concluding words for the  
  previous complaint, (67b-71a) fall, (71b-74) after the fall, (75-80)  
  Introduction to Satan’s Second Lament 
81 – 124 Satan’s Second Lament, with focus on his previous state: (81-83)  
  Before the rebellion, (84-87a) rebellion, (87b-92a) fall, (92b-105)  
  after the fall, (106-110) comparison – before and after, (111-122a)  
  after the fall, (122b-124) rebellion 
125 – 128 Interspersed Narration, including a comment on the nature of  
  Satan’s punishment 
129 – 158 Satan’s Third Lament, with focus on his current state: (129-148)  
  After the fall, comparison: (149-155a) before the fall, (155b-158)  
  after the fall 
159 – 162 Interspersed Narration 
163 – 188 Satan’s Fourth Lament, in which the passion of his pain and loss is  
  expressed: (163-171) Eala passage of mourning (172-175) rebellion,  
  (176-188) after the fall 
189 – 196 Final Narration of this Section: (189-192) After the fall, (193-196)  
  introduction of the topic as exemplum 
 
197-223 Exhortation which summarizes the conclusions we, the narrator and 
his audience, should draw from the negative example of Satan and his 
followers. The previous part has depicted the rebellion and its 
implications in hindsight. The next section allows the devils to narrate 
the sequence of events from before the fall until their current position. 
 
224 – 227  Introducing Narration 
228 – 244 Narration by all Devils: (228-230) After the fall, (231-244)  
  description of heaven with uncertain temporality – before the fall  
  of the angels, but after the fall of man  
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245 – 278 Continued Narration by Satan: (245-256a) Rebellion, (256b-261a)  
  fall and proclamation of God’s power, (261b-278) after the fall 
279 – 281 Conclusion by the narrator 
 
315 – 347 Exhortation: Concludes the section on the fall of the Angels in Christ 
and Satan. Salvation and bliss in heaven is contrasted with the fate of 
the devils in hell. These lines offer a lament, this time in the voice of 
the narrator, about the fate that has befallen Satan and his followers 
after the fall. There is another recapitulation of the events in the next 
section on the harrowing of hell.  
365 – 378a  Reminder: of the state before the rebellion, the rebellion itself and the 
fall as introduction to Christ’s visit in hell.  
 
The 302 lines of this section include sixty-nine designations for God which 
make use of twenty different central terms, almost double the amount of Genesis B 
and a quarter more than Genesis A.367 As before, god and drihten lead the frequency 
list easily, but while the number of lines is a third longer than in the Genesis B 
extract, the frequency of drihten is only increased by one to thirteen, and that of god 
even decreased from fifteen to twelve occurrences within the Christ and Satan 
passages. Most of the terms used in Genesis A and B also occur in Christ and Satan, 
though not all in reference to God. The majority of the designations used for Satan in 
the Christ and Satan extracts have central terms which are typically used in 
designations for God368 or those which are generally equally used for either Christ or 
                                                 
367 See Appendix C: Table 5 
368 Swegles brytta (Distributor/Lord of heaven) and halig god (holy God) the only compounds that are 
used for Satan here and God elsewhere, are part of his boasting. Scyppend (Creator), wealdend 
(Wielder of power over x) and gast (Spirit) are used for both within our XSt extracts, while ealdor 
(Authority), ordfruma (Origin/Lord) and weard (Guardian) are used for Satan here and God in Gen A. 
Hierde (Herdsman) is also used for God elsewhere. For the general distribution of designations, see 
Appendix C: Table 6.  
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Satan.369 This allows for some interesting puns. In case of ealdor, for example, the 
poet plays with the meanings of ‘older’ and ‘authority’ within this epithet. Satan is 
first singled out by the narrator as se ealda (l. 34, the old one), a common enough 
epithet for the devil in the Christian tradition. The next epithets used by the narrator 
for Satan are heora aldorðægn (l. 66, chief retainer) in the epilogue to the speech of 
the devils and feonda aldor (l. 76, lord of the fiends) when introducing Satan’s own 
speech. The remaining designations used for Satan highlight his opposition and 
criminal nature.370  
 
 We encounter the following terms for lordship and power with God as 
referent: cyning (King), drihten (Lord), meotod (Measurer/Ruler), þeoden (Ruler of a 
people) and wealdend (Wielder of power over x).  Unique to the description of the 
fall in this poem, but not unexpected, we find a group of terms generally linked to the 
Son: bearn (child), crist (Christ/Anointed), sunu (Son), leoma (Ray), word (Word), 
but also hælend (‘Heiland’/Saviour), and nergend (Redeemer). Fæder (Father) and 
gast (Spirit) also appear, as do scyppend (Shaper/Creator), ordfruma (Origin), eca 
(Eternal One), æþela (Noble One) and helm (Protector). This list is much more 
varied than those of Genesis A and B. In addition to the themes of power, authority 
and creation which we have encountered before, the emphasis lies largely on the 
second person of the Trinity and the role of the Saviour. The central terms of the 
designations for God in general therefore once more mirror the main themes of the 
poem in which they occur. Seen in their complete form and in context, however, the 
designations for God in Christ and Satan have some intriguing characteristics to 
offer. 
                                                 
369 We have encountered both the discussion of the use of Lucifer, leothberend (light-bearer) and of 
engel (messenger/angel) as designations for Christ before in this thesis. 
370 Atol æglæca (l. 160, evil enemy/monster), or godes andsaca (l. 190, enemy of God), for example.  
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Meotod 
The first designation of the poem, meotod, is a good example. The epithet, 
which is often translated as ‘ruler’, and which we have already encountered in the 
previous chapter, is a remnant from pre-Christian times. It is morphologically related 
to metan (measure), and should thus be translated as the measurer. Formerly 
associated with fate, the Christian epithet refers to God as the Master of Providence. 
Within Christ and Satan however, it is used in a more literal sense, as Thomas Hill 
explains for the last sequence of the poem.371 As mentioned before, the poem 
concludes with the temptation of Christ by Satan in the desert. Where in the Biblical 
account Christ says Vade Satana to end the scene, the Christ and Satan poet inserts a 
speech of Christ in which he makes himself known, contrary to biblical report, and 
orders Satan to go and measure hell. Satan then does it and finds its space immense, 
its torments boundless, and he begins to ‘know his place’. Hill explains the puns of 
these annominatio passages between metod (Measurer), (a)metan (measure) and 
metan (meet). Christ sent Satan to imitate himself as ‘Measurer’ by measuring hell 
with his hands, and by doing this he begins to know the greatness of God and comes 
to understand whom he has met.  
Ruth Wehlau points to the additional significance that this play on knowledge 
has in the context of the general theme of knowledge and wisdom which runs 
throughout the poem.372 She brings the term used for hell in Christ’s order to our 
attention, witehus (l. 626), and its association with both witan (to know) and wite 
(punishment), which is highly appropriate, as ‘knowledge acquired too late is 
punishment.’373 Knowledge before it is too late however is the key to salvation. In 
her analysis of the temptation sequence, Wehlau shows that Christ not only wins the 
                                                 
371 Hill, 'The Measure of Hell', esp. pp. 411-12.  
372 Wehlau, 'The Power of Knowledge'   
373 Ibid., p. 293. 
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battle as a man, ‘but as a reader and knower of sacred Scripture.’374 The temptation 
sequence therefore bears strong resemblance to the wisdom dialogue, such as that of 
Solomon and Saturn or Adrianus and Epictitus which belong to the tradition of the 
Ioca monachorum which will be introduced in greater detail in the following chapter. 
Thomas Hill has already alluded to the close connection between the closing 
sequence of Christ and Satan and its opening, both of which are focused upon the 
measuring as act of knowledge.375 That knowledge which is only accessible to God 
and demonstrates his power in general, and his dominion over Satan here expressed 
is alluded to throughout the poem. God ana wat (l. 32, God alone knows). 
   
Janet Schrunk Ericksen begins her argument for Christ and Satan as wisdom 
poem with the opening lines of the poem and shows how clearly they relate to 
various passages within the genre of the Ioca monachorum, but also to the biblical 
and apocryphal passages underlying it.376 Especially close are item 46 of the 
Collectanea pseudo-Bedae on the things which only God can count, but also 
passages in Job, such as most of chapter 38, in which God demonstrates his power 
and omnipotence in comparison with Job’s ignorance and powerlessness.377 God asks 
here where Job was when he, God, had laid the foundations of the earth and the 
measures thereof, he, who is the Father of rain and the drops of dew.  
The passage in sources and poem is therefore closely related to the image of 
God as the Measurer, and two occurrences of meotod (ll. 2 and 8) within the opening 
passage of Christ and Satan are not surprising. There is however no pun on metan 
involved. The verbs used here are gesettan (place, set down, make) and ariman 
                                                 
374 Wehlau, 'The Power of Knowledge', p. 294. 
375 Hill, 'The Fall of Satan in Christ and Satan', pp. 322-23. 
376 J. Schrunk Ericksen, 'The Wisdom Poem at the End of MS Junius 11' in The Poems of MS Junius 
11: Basic Readings, R.M. Liuzza (ed.) (New York and London, 2002), pp. 302-26. See App. C: Text 
8, ll. 1-18 for the opening passage of Christ and Satan. 
377 Item 46 is quoted by Schrunk Ericksen. Ibid., p. 307. 
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(number, count). The close resemblance to the scriptural passage and/or the wisdom 
tradition would nonetheless invite the association with the specific meaning of 
meotod in the mind of an audience acquainted with Scripture. In other words, the 
poem starts with a scriptural manifestation of divine power and through this it 
functions as a reminder of the power of Scripture as well. Where, however, are the 
soteriological implications of this knowledge? The two occurrences of meotod are 
followed by three further designations within this section: godes agen bearn (l. 10, 
God’s own Child), wuldres gast (l. 14, Spirit of glory), and ece god (l. 18, eternal 
God). We have here an evocation of the Trinity in connection with the request for 
salvation, a connection which is closely linked to the Lorica prayers as demonstrated 
by Thomas Hill.378 The first eighteen lines of Christ and Satan thus introduce the 
quest and solution which will be expanded upon within the poem. God is Saviour, 
God is Power because he is the source of knowledge. This knowledge is God’s own, 
and can only be gained through revelation. How this works is demonstrated in the 
poem by a negative example: Satan. 
 
Revelation through the Senses 
Revelation can come through various senses, as Satan demonstrates in his 
fourth and most passionate lament. 
 
 Eala drihtenes þrym!    Eala duguða helm! 
 Eala meotodes miht!    Eala middaneard! 
 Eala dæg leohta!    Eala dream godes! 
 Eala engla þreat!     Eala upheofen! 
                                                 
378 See T. D. Hill, 'Invocation of the Trinity and the Tradition of the Lorica in Old English Poetry', 
Speculum 56:2 (1981): 259-67. This is not the only occurrence in the poem that bears the mark of 
Trinitarian group. Lines 239-242 collocate ece drihten (Eternal Lord), se deora sunu (the Dear Son) 
and gasta scyppend (Creator of Spirits), which then seems to be summarized in the last designations, 
god seolfa (God himself). Underlying this passage is therefore an allusion to the three personae of the 
Trinity and their consubstantiality. The terms are used to describe God blessing the inhabitants of 
heaven.  
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 Eala þæt ic eam ealles leas      ecan dreames, 
 þæt ic mid handum ne mæg     heofon geræcan, 
 ne mid eagum ne mot     up locian, 
 ne huru mid earum ne sceal    æfre geheran 
 þære byrhtestan      beman stefne!379 (XSt, ll. 163-171) 
 
Satan calls upon three different things to which he no longer has access within the 
first four lines of this lament: God, the created world, and heaven. God is first called 
upon in the lamented drihtenes þrym (power of the Lord). Together with the 
Protector of the host (duguða helm) and the Measurer (meotod, who had earlier been 
associated with knowledge and the power of knowledge) this reads like a 
recapitulation of the first scene. The epithet drihten however is used in this poem to a 
large extent to name God when the angels try to drive God out of heaven, and also 
when he expels them in recompense.380 The other occurrences of drihten all concern 
God as he is worshipped in heaven.381 Satan’s address to the power of drihten calls 
upon both the joy and the Lord he has lost, but he also bemoans the power which was 
too strong for him to overcome. Furthermore, all these offices of God are ascribed to 
Christ at some point within the poem.382 The other two designations for God in this 
three-fold address are equally ambiguous. While he openly seems to lament the loss 
of protection which exposes him to hostile hell and the detachment from the 
Measurer, he also addresses the Protector of mankind, and the might of meotod, 
which has conquered him in the fall and will conquer him again in the temptation 
sequence at the end of the poem.  
                                                 
379 ‘Oh, power of the Lord! Oh Protector of the Hosts! Oh, might of the Measurer! Oh middle earth! 
Oh light of day! Oh joy of God! Oh throng of angels! Oh high-heaven! Oh, that I am without out all 
eternal joy, that I may not reach heaven with my hands, nor may look up with my eyes, nor even shall 
ever hear with ears the clear voice of the trumpet!’ My italics and underlinings. 
380 See for example ll. 108, 173, 186, 230,255 or 260.   
381 A good example is the first recollection of pre-lapsarian heaven by Satan in lines 44 -48a. Drihten 
is here used twice, framing ðone ecan (the Eternal One) as third designation for the bringer of joy 
worshipped in heaven.  
382 Allusions to the Son of God within these positions are interspersed throughout the text. Examples 
would be ll. 172, 67, 142, and 152.  
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Revelation through the Senses: Touch 
After Satan’s lament over God, earth and heaven there follows a longer 
passage in which he bemoans his eternal separation from heavenly joy. The lament is 
physically very precise, relating first to the sense of touch and Satan’s location. He 
cannot reach to heaven with his hands. If we once more consider the final order of 
the poem to measure hell with his hands in order to know his place, and in contrast 
God, whom he has met, this mention of hands becomes more meaningful. Not being 
able to touch it with his hands also means not being able to measure it, and thus not 
being able to know or master it. The revelation of heaven and salvation through 
touch or measurement is no longer open to him. Only torture and punishment remain 
open to him.  
 
Revelation through the Senses: Sight 
The second sense alluded to is sight. Satan may no longer look upon heaven 
with his eyes. References to light and sight are spread throughout the poem. In 
accord with the theology of Evil being the absence of Good, which itself is light, the 
references to light in Christ and Satan usually serve as a contrast to the darkness and 
bleakness of hell, which is often described in its proximity. The light can be created 
light (sceppendes leoht, l. 105), the light of day, or the light of grace, of heaven, i.e. 
dryhtnes leoht (l. 68, light of the Lord),  swegles leoht (l. 28, light of heaven), or 
wuldres leoht (ll. 140 and 250). Neither light can be seen by Satan in particular (ne 
mot ic æfre ma eagum starian, l. 139, never more may I stare with my eyes), or in 
hell in general. This hell is not the hell before the harrowing, awaiting the Light of 
grace – Christ –  to break the confines. This hell only holds the damned, be it Satan 
or those of mankind ‘þe he to agan nyle’ (l. 146, whom he [God] does not wish to 
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claim). Here light will never be seen. That Christ as Light is at least implied becomes 
clear in line 85 at the latest.  
 
 þa ic in mode minum hogade 
 þæt ic wolde towiorpan      wuldres leoman, 
 bearn hælendes, agan me burga geweald  
 eall to æhte.383 (XSt, ll. 84-87) 
 
Lines 84-87 are not the only ones who combine the light with a(nother?) designation 
for the Son (see ll. 137-142). In Lines 250-252, however, Lucifer speaks rebellion 
and calls upon the other angels to overthrow helm þone micclan (that great Protector) 
and weoroda waldend (the Wielder of power over hosts) in order to agan us þis 
wuldres leoht, eall to æhte (ll. 251-2, take possession for us of this light of glory, all 
to rule). The parallel formulation of the rebellion here links only these two passages 
together and is not repeated elsewhere in the poem. The statement that Wielder and 
Protector should be overthrown to achieve possession of the light does not 
necessarily negate the association of Light and Christ. There seems to be as much 
confusion in the literal narration of the role which the rebels plan for Christ. While 
the passage above quite clearly states that Satan wanted to overthrow the Son, he is 
accused by the other devils of lying and claiming that Christ was his son, just as he 
claimed that he was God. In this case it is the Father who is attacked and sought to be 
disposed of.384 
 
 
                                                 
383 ‘Then I reflected in my mind that I wanted to overthrow the Ray of Glory, the Son of the Saviour, 
take possession for me of the power over the city all to rule.’ Italics are mine.  
384 The passage I refer to is found in ll. 63-64: ‘Sægdest us to soðe þæt ðin sunu wære meotod 
moncynnes;’ ‘You proclaimed to us as truth that the Measurer of mankind were your son.’ I agree 
with Wehlau and Finnegan in their interpretation of this passage as referring to Satan pretending to be 
the father of Christ, rather than the promotion of an independent son as usurper of Christ’s position. 
See Wehlau, 'The Power of Knowledge', pp. 297-98, note 10 and Finnegan, ed., Christ and Satan, p. 
27.  
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Bearn Hælendes 
Lines 84-87 also include the most unusual designation of the poem: bearn 
hælendes (Child of the Saviour). Apart from this poem, hælend (Saviour) belongs to 
those designations exclusively linked to the persona of the Son.385 I have discussed 
the typical translation of Iesus Christ into hælend crist previously.  
 
Though I could not find another instance of the Son of the Saviour in the rest 
of the Old English corpus, bearn hælendes is no slip-up by poet or scribe. It is 
repeated in the same words later in the same passage (l. 152) and as sunu hælendes as 
admonition after the Last Judgement, when we are called upon to direct our ways 
towards God, as the blessed sit in heaven with the Son of the Saviour. It seems 
therefore that the person of the Father can here be exchanged for the Son in the office 
of the Saviour. We see a similar interchangeability between at least the first two of 
the personae of the Trinity in relation to the office of the Creator or the Judge. The 
illustrations of the Junius manuscript are once more a case in point. (See Appendix 
C: Image 7). The middle one of the creation scenes is crowned by a cross-nimbed, 
but bearded Creator in a mandorla. The frame of this mandorla includes a gloss in a 
later hand which reads salvator.  Further on, both Father and Son seem to be 
involved in the creation of Adam and Eve. The unity in substance of the personae of 
the Trinity had also been expressed differently, as in the two examples mentioned 
before on p. 154 and in footnote 378. Latin salvator can refer to Christ in the New 
Testament and God in the Old Testament. 2 Samuel 22:2 is a case in point (Dominus 
petra mea et robur meum et salvator meus – The Lord is my rock, and my strength 
and my saviour), as is Isaiah 43:3 (quia ego Dominus Deus tuus Sanctus Israhel 
salvator tuus – For I am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israhel, your Saviour). 
                                                 
385 Others are for instance sunu (Son), bearn (Child), Crist (Christ), word (Word), leoma (Ray) and 
nergend (Redeemer), all of which occur within this poem.  
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 The designation remains highly unusual and appears to have been 
consciously chosen in this poem. If the designation is applied to the Godhead in 
general, its application to any persona would be legitimate, as all three participate in 
it together.386 That only the poet of Christ and Satan uses it makes it striking 
nonetheless, and its rarity will have ensured the foregrounding of this use of hælend. 
None of the passages alliterate on the hælend, nor can any other requirements of 
metric or diction in general shed a light on this usage. All three designations refer to 
Christ in heaven, once as the opponent to be overcome, and twice as the source of 
bliss for the blessed and righteous, be they angel or man. Undoubtedly, a clear 
motivation will underlie this choice of words which remains difficult to ascertain 
within the limits of this analysis. Neither the emphasis on the unified Godhead as the 
source of salvation nor the bringing to light of Satan’s folly in trying to assume the 
role of the Saviour and therefore separating himself from Salvation seem to be 
satisfactory explanations for this intriguing choice of words.   
 
Revelation through the Senses: Hearing 
To return to Satan’s fourth Lament, the last remaining sense that is connected 
with the revelation or experience of heaven is that of hearing. Sound does play a very 
important part in the poem, and in heaven in particular.  Again and again are we 
reminded that heaven is filled with music. There is the song of the servants of God 
worshipping him with song and worda and wiorca (l. 48, words and deeds). God, or 
Christ specifically, surround the angels and the blessed with music and song, the 
clear sound of the heavenly trumpet ever present. The following sequence is 
especially vivid: 
                                                 
386 I would like to thank Bill East for this suggestion. 
4.4. Analysis: Christ and Satan  
 160 
 
Hwæt, we in wuldres wlite   wunian moston 
þær we halgan gode   heran woldon, 
and him sang ymb seld   secgan sceoldon 
þusendmælum.   Þa we þær wæron, 
wunodon on wynnum,   geherdon wuldres sweg,  
beman stefne.   Byrhtword aras 
engla ordfruma,    and to þæm æþelan 
hnigan him sanctas; sigetorht aras 
ece drihten,   ofer us gestod 
and gebletsode   bilewitne heap    
dogra gehwilcne,   and his se deora sunu, 
gasta scyppend.387   (XSt, ll. 230-244) 
 
We find a summary of heavenly sound here. The angels sing the Sanctus as a part of 
their service to God.388 They are rewarded by their dwelling in celestial music, the 
voice of Glory and – this is ambiguous –  the voice of the trumpet. Besides evoking 
the trumpet calling to judgement, the trumpet seems to be part of the celestial 
harmony here, but both in this passage and in Satan’s lament, we find the close 
grouping of beame, stefne and byrht, which here connects to the Radiant Word, 
Christ. Is the trumpet therefore also Christ, just like he is the Ray? The Saints bow to 
the Word, as they have bowed before and observed the teachings of Christ in 
Scripture. All these inhabitants of heaven are blessed and protected by the Trinitarian 
God, victorious in his own radiance. The interplay of music and light is informative 
of the relationships which the involved groups have with each other. A similar 
                                                 
387 ‘Lo, we used to live in the radiance of heaven. There we were willing to worship Holy God and 
sing around his throne thousand fold. When we were there, we remained in joy, heard the sound of 
glory, the voice of the trumpet. Radiant Word arose, Origin of Angels, and to that Noble One bowed 
the saints. Radiant in victory arose the Eternal Lord, stood over us and blessed this pure troop each 
day, and his Beloved Son, Creator of Souls.’ Italics are mine. 
388 The Sanctus is not mentioned explicitly at this point. The poem simply speaks of song, or lofsong 
in its narrations of the worship of God by the angels around his throne in heaven. If we look at 
Christian tradition, the sanctus is the hymn associated in the liturgy of the Eucharist with the moment 
of unity in which the congregation joins the angels around the throne of God in the worship of God.  
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function of music in the heavens is suggested in Andreas (l. 869) where, according to 
Christina Heckman, ‘music serves as the characteristic mode of expression for the 
harmonious and divinely ordered population of heaven.’389 
 
This is what Satan is cut off from because of his Rebellion and refusal to 
worship. He has lost the physical closeness to God, the embrace of the Celestial 
Music and is no longer bathed in the Light of Grace. This also shows the utter futility 
of his strife. In some way, he has succeeded, but the results are not what he had in 
mind. He wanted to turn away from God physically, and he is exiled. He wanted to 
overthrow the wuldres leoma, and is deprived of the light. He has turned away from 
the command of God and is cut off from the voice and sound of mercy and glory.  
 
Most of the designations for God in Christ and Satan are very closely linked 
to the theological assertions that form the main parameters of the homiletic themes 
and intentions of the poem. While some are elements in the development of larger 
threads, or markers to bring attention to the theological context or the homiletic 
message, others are more demanding individually, such as the designation for the 
Son as bearn hælendes (Son of the Saviour). The tone of the poem and its interlaced 
structure seem to have more in common with the Advent Lyrics than with the Genesis 
poems discussed before. This is also shown by the designations used. While the 
theological aspects and the enigmatic nature of the epithets and their contexts 
become more important, their use in the service of poetic diction seems to restrict 
itself to (witty) puns that clearly influence our understanding of the ambiguity of the 
narrative. 
                                                 
389 C. M. Heckman, 'The Sweet Song of Satan: Music and Resistance in the Vercelli Book', Essays in 
Medieval Studies 15 (1998): 57-67, p. 58. 
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While all three texts narrate the same story, they do so in very different ways. 
Their treatment of the subject varies in structure, perspective, style, focus, length and 
context. The differences to a large extent seem to accord with the agenda underlying 
the narration, as do the designations for God used within them.  
 
In Genesis A, the fall functioned as proem, an apocryphal narration set before 
and not integrated into the main narrative of the poem. It serves as an explanation for 
the need for Creation and the free seats in heaven which await the blessed of 
mankind. Genesis A in general remains close to the biblical source throughout the 
poem. In light of this quest for literal narration. The straightforward and little 
embellished narration of the apocryphal fall of the angels seems fitting. The account 
of the fall opposes the rebellious angels as a group to God and places emphasis on 
the quest for and distribution of power. The designations for God almost exclusively 
agreed with this theme. They were used to underline the narrative itself, in puns – 
paronomasic and alliterative – and in repetitions as textual markers. Some of the 
designations, such as mægna sped (Means of Powers) played on the different power 
relations within the text and further elaborated upon them. Most common however 
were god and drihten, which mainly functioned as general allusions when no more 
specific classification of God was necessary. Passages containing more precise 
designations alternated with these.  
 
The description of the fall in Genesis B is much more elaborate than that of 
Genesis A. It still focuses on the strife for power and Lucifer/Satan’s overestimation 
of his self as main motivation for the individual agents, but does so on a much more 
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refined and psychological level. We have a clash of identities and perceptions of 
identity here. The poem is subtle and contains a structure of interlaced levels of 
meaning that stretch throughout the text and can be traced through markers such as 
repetitions, contrasts, or other appositions, for example. The designations for God 
play a vital role in this, especially in the central element of the fall, the two parts of 
the treatment of the rebellion (ll. 256-300). The poem seems at some point to have 
functioned as an early representative of a roman a clef, in which a very political 
message to the Saxons has been underlaid a biblical narrative. The frequent usage of 
the designation hearra bears evidence to that layer. Even though the exact 
connotations of the word might be once-removed as loanword, the prominent use of 
the loanword would have brought hearra very much into the foreground of the poem.  
The play between lordship and height is also emphasised in the Old English poem. 
While the use of these designations as tools in the service of poetic diction is very 
sophisticated, the theology underlying the individual terms is not. Once more the 
terms focus almost exclusively on the theme of power and authority. General terms 
such as drihten and god are frequently used.  
 
Even though Genesis B as translation could be assumed to be the poem which 
is most removed from the others in the Old English vocabulary as well as in the use 
of diction, this is not reflected in the designations for God employed within the 
analysed passages. These rather suggest Genesis A and B as a group and single out 
Christ and Satan quite strikingly. Plays on the plane of poetic diction are not as 
elaborate and evident as they have been in the other two texts, even though in of the 
semantic and paronomasic puns in Christ and Satan are also very polished and 
effective. The true sophistication of the poem seems to lie in the semantic allusions 
and the evocation of a complex underlying theological context. Reminiscent of the 
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techniques of the lectio divina, Christ and Satan has an interlace structure which 
constructs a network of meaning similar to or maybe even more elaborate than that 
of Genesis B, but this time much more closely linked to an enigmatic and demanding 
doctrinal basis. The designations for God participate in this. The general designations 
of drihten and god have a much lower frequency in proportion and in comparison to 
the other two poems. Designations expressing power are now only one theme among 
others, most prominently that of the Son and the Saviour. Terms such as wuldres 
leoma, byrhtword and especially bearn hælendes are complex theological statements 
in their own right and play skilfully with orthodox views.  
 
A study of the designations in context therefore reveals the possibility of 
stylistic variety and control within a poetic tradition, which is also tightly unified, 
and a similar freedom in the exploration of Christian doctrine within orthodoxy. 
While all three texts use designations for God purposefully, the extent of such 
relevance and the nature of the use they make of them vary greatly. To a large extent 
this can be credited to the agenda and angle of the narration, as well as to the form of 
approach, be it more literal, political, or theological and enigmatic. But does this 
mean that there are no similarities between the different narrations of the fall? All 
three texts had a large representation of designations that allude to the power struggle 
and the natural positions and identities of God and Satan, for example. This has also 
been central to the discussion of the theme of the fall of the Angels at the beginning 
of the chapter.  
 
If we look at the question of type-scenes in our theme, there are definite 
parallelisms in the rudimentary content of the narration. Satan always falls because 
of his pride, and always rebels by thinking of himself alike to God and by intending 
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to either rule next to or instead of his Master. Similarities can also be seen in the 
general choice of diction. Ofermod or oferhygd are strongly connected to Satan and 
his prime sin. The play with light and darkness as contrast between heaven and hell, 
good and evil is also present throughout the depictions. If we look at the designations 
naming God and Satan, however, we see a difference between the two. Tendencies 
are clearly visible in the case of Satan, whose name-change and pun on Lucifer and 
Satan appear in some form in all the poems. A preference for central terms which are 
also used as designations for God to describe Satan in his quest for usurpation of 
authority is also common, as are the epithets engel and feond or andsaca. The 
designations used for God vary much more. Most designations found in these 
excerpts belonged to the fields of either power/authority, or protection and salvation. 
The epithets in their widest sense therefore agree with the aspects in need of an Other 
which I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter. In this respect, they are 
influenced by the theme. The individual designations used, however, showed much 
more dependency upon the style and motivation of the individual poem and its 
narrative context, as well as to the underlying narrative which made use of the theme 
of the fall – than to the theme itself.  
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5. Calling upon the Name of God: The Advent Lyrics 
 
The previous two case studies have illustrated that the application of 
designations for God has a firm stand within the conventional, for example in respect 
to the lexical sense of the individual terms, the influence of themes, or stylistic 
conventions such as conventional collocations. The studies also brought to light, 
however, that – while conventions may influence general trends and the potential for 
use within individual designations – a powerful force in the choice of designation is 
the immediate context in which it appears. The final case study will therefore 
investigate more forcefully the designation within the context of the poem in which it 
occurs. Instead of following a term or a theme, this chapter will follow the text in 
order to explore the way in which the designations for God are applied within. The 
previous chapters have shown that designations for God become more frequent and 
varied the more central God is to the main narrative and that they were deployed with 
attention to semantic specificity which was informed by tautological learning. In 
order to allow for substantial evidence for this study, this chapter will examine a text 
that without doubt places great emphasis on meaning concerning the designations for 
God within it: the Advent Lyrics. 
 
The Advent Lyrics, or Christ I, is the first extant verse within the Exeter 
Book. It was originally thought to be part of a larger section of poetry within the 
manuscript, which was named Christ according to its subject matter, and originally 
attributed to Cynewulf. Christ is now considered to consist of three poems, of which 
only the second, signed part is now ascribed to that poet. The first of the three 
subdivisions consists of twelve individual sections of lyrical poetry, each of which is 
based on a different antiphon, mostly from the Advent season. Five of the existing 
5. Calling upon the Name of God: The Advent Lyrics 
 
 167 
poems are based on the so-called ‘Great O’ Antiphons of the advent season, so called 
because of the vocative O they display in front of individual appellations, all but one 
designations for Christ. The beginning of Lyric 1 is lost on a missing folio, possibly 
alongside three short poems for the missing ‘Great O’ antiphons O Sapientia, O 
Adonai, and O Radix Jesse. The other sources are mainly drawn from what is called 
the monastic Os, a group of further O antiphons for the same season from a monastic 
context. The antiphons mainly have the same structure, which is freely followed by 
the Old English poet: a set of epithets, mostly for Christ or Mary, a theological 
explication, and a petition.  
The Advent Lyrics have been widely studied, both in monographs and 
articles, as well as short passages within numerous publications. They have been said 
to contain ‘a great deal of poetic skill and no small quantity of religious emotion.’390 
They have been called riddles.391 They are ‘very sophisticated poetry – poetry which 
is not simply learned in the usual sense but which demands learning on the part of its 
audience.’392 The Lyrics have been understood to be ‘didactic’, and to ‘follow a more 
or less logical, seasonally related pattern, as the audience is encouraged to embrace 
the revealed ‘better Way’ by means of liturgically structured doctrinal and penitential 
verse units.’393 Robert B. Burlin summarises his thoughts on the poem fittingly: 
The poet of the Advent sequence has accomplished an extraordinary 
metamorphosis. With elements of a highly developed liturgy, he has 
restated and recreated the essence of that ritual. He has led us from 
distant and abstract meditation to the heart of the physical Advent, as a 
celebrant brings his communicants from theology to sacrament. He has 
voiced our petitions and recounted our distressful condition. He has 
guided us beyond the historical manifestation of the mystery as far as 
human understanding can penetrate, then dissolved our contemplation 
into a triumphant hymn of praise. In conclusion, he has pointed out the 
                                                 
390J. J. Campbell, The Advent Lyrics of the Exeter Book (Princeton, N.J., 1959), p. vii. 
391 On the riddle, see both E. B. Irving, 'The Advent of Poetry: Christ I', ASE 25 (1996): 123-34 and T. 
D. Hill, 'Fiat Lux and the Generation of the Son: Christ I, 214-48', N&Q 16 (1969): 246-48. 
392 Hill, 'Fiat Lux', p. 248. 
393 J. N. Garde, Old English Poetry in Medieval Christian Perspective: A Doctrinal Approach 
(Cambridge, 1991), p. 57. 
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way to salvation – in the words and deeds of inward devotion to the 
Saviour. The poem itself is a paradigm of that way. The experience has 
been comparable to an exercise of spiritual meditation.394 
 
Burlin’s comment about meditation can be taken further. The lyrics are not only 
comparable to, but should be understood as an exercise in meditation. Their didactic 
character has been remarked upon before. They demand such a considerable 
sophistication in liturgical, doctrinal and scriptural knowledge to be fully 
appreciated, that the teaching of doctrinal content in itself seems out of the question. 
They do however demonstrate in a remarkable variety of ways how this knowledge 
can be virtuously applied to meditatio or lectio divina.395 The lyrics, apart from their 
beauty, function as step-by-step guides, as practical examples on how liturgy can be 
meditated upon and further insight achieved during this exercise. The syntactical 
simplicity of the poems and the ease with which the poet embeds his work within 
poetic tradition and makes use of traditional elements demonstrates that the poet 
combines sophisticated theological knowledge with great proficiency in the Old 
English poetic form. The ease with which the language of the poetry can be 
understood allows for complexity of content , enigmatic use of imagery, and specific 
wordplay. The object and the tool in many of these meditations are designations for 
God. The lyrics use designations as part of their poetic diction, but they are also 
about names for God, both in regard to the theology they express, and in their urging 
to call upon the name of God as path to salvation. The different roles played by 
designations for God within these lyrics account for a wide range of different 
designations and a variety in their use. Just like the lyrics as a whole, they are 
meeting points in which patristic and Old English poetic traditions merge into one. In 
                                                 
394 R. B. Burlin, The Old English 'Advent': A Typological Commentary, YSE 168 (New Haven, 1968), 
p. 180. 
395 I use these terms in the spirit of J. LeClercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God: A Study 
of Monastic Culture, trans. Catharine Misrahi (New York, 1961). 
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respect to the question of meaning, the designations within these lyrics (especially 
those that are subject to the lyrics) are a magnificent example of what an Old English 
poet could do to express meaning through them.  
 
Because those epithets for God which form the subject of the poem are the 
most fruitful to this study, I have concentrated my case study on those lyrics whose 
antiphons address Christ in their first epithets.396 In order to establish the context into 
which the designations are placed, I have provided close readings of the lyrics with 
an emphasis on the designations, rather than solely a discussion of these apart from 
the poem. The close readings have a strong typological element, but will also 
consider the setting of the designations and their immediate context here within the 
general context of Old English poetry. No in depth interpretation of the Advent 
Lyrics today can remain independent from the work of at least four great researchers 
who have gone before: Albert S. Cook, Edward Burgert, Jackson J. Campbell and 
Robert B. Burlin.397 It bears witness to the complexity and sophistication of the 
poetry, that more can still be discovered after their work. Many elements of the basic 
reading of the lyrics can by now be considered to have a basis in scholarly 
consensus, and I would like to declare my debt to the work of these scholars at this 
point. I will however refer to them individually, if a statement can be traced as an 
individual new finding. The texts of the analysed lyrics can be found in the 
Appendix.398 
                                                 
396 Namely Lyrics I, II, V, VI, VIII, and X. Numbers III, IV, VII, IX, XI and XII will not be analysed 
here as none of these begin with an invocation of a designation for God.  
397 A. S. Cook, The Christ of Cynewulf: A Poem in Three Parts, the Advent, the Ascension, and the 
Last Judgement, 2nd ed., 1909; repr., 1964 ed. (Boston, 1900), E. Burgert, The Dependence of Part I 
of Cynewulf's 'Christ' upon the Antiphonary (Washington, D.C., 1921),  Campbell, The Advent Lyrics 
and Burlin, The Old English 'Advent' . 
398 See Appendix. D. I once more thank Bernard Muir for allowing me to quote the lyrics in full from 
his B. J. Muir, ed., The Exeter Anthology of Old English Poetry: An Edition of Exeter Dean and 
Chapter MS 3501, Rev. 2nd ed., 2 vols. (Exeter, 2000). 
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5.1. Lyric I: O Rex Gentium 
 
The first of the Advent Lyrics is a poem about unification, about making one 
out of two different elements. The act of unification is already mentioned in its 
source and explored throughout the lyric in multiple typological ways. That 
unification lies at the heart of the lyric is also prominently demonstrated not only in 
content, but also in the composition itself, where the poet takes two individual fields 
of imagery and blends them together: architecture and the living body.399 At the 
centre of this Bildervermischung lie, as will become apparent in the following, 
epithets for God.400  
 
The lyric as it now stands begins with a single cyning as the last word of an 
otherwise lost b half-line. The source for the lyric is nonetheless easily established as 
another of the ‘Great O’ Antiphons, the one accompanying the Magnificat for 
December 22nd: 
 
O Rex gentium et desideratus earum, lapisque angularis qui facis 
utraque unum : veni et salva hominem quem de limo formasti.401 
 
                                                 
399 Lyric I is one of the best-studied sections of the Advent Lyrics, and the architectural imagery is 
popular as example for the use of imagery by the poet, and I can only name a few exemplary texts. S. 
B. Greenfield and D. G. Calder, A New Critical History of Old English Literature (New York, 1986), 
pp. 184-85 use the lapis angularis imagery to demonstrate the virtuosity of the poet. G. H. Brown, 
'Old English Verse as a Medium for Christian Theology' in Modes of Interpretation in Old English 
Literature, Phyllis Rugg Brown, et al. (eds.) (Toronto, 1986), pp. 15-28 uses Lyrics I and II as 
example to demonstrate ‘how Old English verse with these marvellous attributes can serve as a 
splendid medium for the expression and precision of Christian dogma.’ J. Kramer, ''Ðu eart se 
weallstan': Architectural Metaphor and Christological Imagery in the Old English Christ I and the 
Book of Kells' (forthcoming) convincingly establishes a connection between the architectural imagery 
around Christ as cornerstone and iconographic expression in the Book of Kells. None of these 
however focus on designations for God. 
400 For another discussion of the Bildervermischung within this lyric, please see Kramer, 'Ðu eart se 
weallstan'. 
401 ‘O King of the nations and desired by them, and corner stone, who makes both one: come and save 
mankind, whom you have formed out of clay.’ I am following Muir, ed., The Exeter Anthology of Old 
English Poetry  in the use of the associated antiphons, who himself follows the structure and sources 
argued by S. Rankin, 'The Liturgical Background of the Old English Advent Lyrics' in Learning and 
Literature in Anglo-Saxon England: Studies Presented to Peter Clemoes, Michael Lapidge and 
Helmut Gneuss (eds.) (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 317-40. 
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As Campbell pointed out, a comparison with the antiphon suggests “that only the 
address, corresponding to the words O Rex gentium, et desideratus earum, has been 
lost. Judging from the poet’s practice elsewhere, however, his adaptation of these 
words might have run anywhere from three to fifteen lines, and might have 
introduced wholly new material.”402 The sources for both rex gentium and 
desideratus earum show a common theme: the inclusion of all nations within the 
jurisdiction of God and the new covenant. Within the Christian tradition, Haggai 2:8 
prefigures the coming of Christ and the uniting of Jews and Gentiles through ‘the 
Desired One’ (et movebo omnes gentes et veniet desideratus cunctis gentibus ‘And I 
will move all nations: and the Desired of all nations shall come’).403 Jeremiah 10:7 
uses the phrase rex gentium to demonstrate not so much the covenant, as the 
jurisdiction and power, which the King of Nations has over all (quis non timebit te o 
rex gentium tuum est enim decus  inter cunctos sapientes gentium et in universis 
regnis eorum nullus est similis tui ‘Who shall not fear thee, O king of nations, for 
thine is the glory? Among all the wise men of the nations and in all their kingdoms 
there is none like unto thee.’). Paul in Romans 3:29 confirms the covenant and power 
over both Jews and Gentiles (an Iudaeorum Deus tantum nonne et gentium immo et 
gentium.  ‘Is he the God of the Jews only? Is he not also of the Gentiles? Yes, of the 
Gentiles also’). Even though the Old English treatment of these first two designations 
is lost, their theme of unification of Jews and Gentiles under one Lord is prevailing 
throughout the rest of the lyric, as we shall see in the following. 
The next designation used in the antiphon (lapisque angularis), along with its 
explanatory sub-clause (qui facis utraque unum), can be found again in a Pauline 
                                                 
402 Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 81. 
403 I am grateful to Bill East for many of the biblical sources, which he posted in his explanations to 
the ‘Great O’ Antiphons on the Medieval Religion Mailing List (medieval-religion@mailbase.ac.uk) 
in December 1998 and once more in December 2004. 
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text, this time in Ephesians 2: 14 and 20 respectively.404 Paul here emphasises once 
more the unification of Jews and Gentiles within the Universal Christian Church, a 
theme which had already been stressed in the rex gentium and desideratus earum of 
the antiphon.  
The first extant complete epithet of Lyric 1 evokes this cornerstone image. 
However, instead of repeating the antiphonal form, the poet goes back to the biblical 
sources: ‘Ðu eart se weallstan / þe ða wyrthan iu // wiðwurpon to weorce.’ (ll. 2-3a, 
You are the cornerstone which the builders long ago rejected from the work). While 
retaining the character of an invocation, the phrase is also a relatively literal 
translation of Psalm 117:22, cited directly in 1 Peter 2:7, Matthew 21:42, Mark 
12:10, Luke 20:17 and Acts 4:11.405 The cornerstone as type for Christ is a 
commonplace, well established in both Testaments. The builders rejecting the stone 
are usually identified with those putting Christ on the cross, or those who built their 
religion without Christ’s spirit.406  
 
Burlin suggests a confusion concerning the definition of the cornerstone ‘the 
front part or most forward part of an angle or corner’, which originally would have 
been thought to be positioned near the foundation, but seems to have later been 
                                                 
404 Ephesians 2:14 ipse est enim pax nostra qui fecit utraque unum et medium parietem maceriæ 
solvens inimicitiam in carne sua ‘For he is our peace, who hath made both one, and breaking down 
the middle wall of partition, the enmities in his flesh’ and Ephesians 2:20 superædificati super 
fundamentum apostolorum, et prophetarum ipso summo angulari lapide Christo Iesu ‘Built upon the 
foundation of the apostles and prophets, Jesus Christ himself being the chief corner-stone.’ 
405 Psalm 117:22: Lapidem quem reprobaverunt ædificantes factus est in caput anguli ‘The stone 
which the builders rejected, the same is become the corner stone.’ 
406 Once more, these interpretations are commonplace. See for example Bede’s commentary on Luke: 
‘Quid est ergo hoc quod scriptum est: Lapidem quem reprobaverunt aedificantes hic factus est in 
caput anguli? - Quomodo, inquit, implebitur haec prophetia quae lapidem ab aedificantibus 
reprobatum in caput anguli dicit esse ponendum, nisi quia Christus a uobis reprobatus et occisus, 
credituris est gentibus praedicandus [...]? ‘What therefore is that which is written: The stone which 
the builders rejected, the same is become the corner stone? How, he asks, is this prophecy fulfilled, by 
which  the stone, rejected by the builders, is said to be placed as corner stone, if not because Christ, 
rejected and killed by you, is proclaimed to the faithful gentiles?’ B. Venerabilis, In Lucae 
Evangelium Expositio,  in Bedae Venerabilis Opera: Pars II Opera Exegetica, D. Hurst (ed.), vol. 3, 
CCSL (Turnhout, 1960), pp. 1-425, pp. 354-55. 
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understood as ‘one of the four highest cornerstones or, more probably, as the last 
stone laid in the building of an edifice – more exactly as the coping stone above a 
portal.’407 The image is unusual in Old English poetry, where the weallstan rather 
appears in the context of buildings of old, the work of giants, as in Maxims II (ll. 1-3) 
and The Ruin (ll. 1-2). The only exception is the Old English rendering of Psalm 
117.21 in the Paris Psalter. 
 
  21 Þone sylfan stan    þe hine swiðe ær 
  wyrhtan awurpan,      nu se geworden is 
  hwommona heagost;      halig dryhten 
  to wealles wraðe     wis teofrade; 
  þæt is urum eagum eall wundorlic.408 
 
The addition of heagost (highest) to the Old English version of the Latin shows that 
this was translated in the spirit of the later tradition. A further insertion between the 
translation of Vulgate verse 22 and 23 is that the Lord did this as support for the 
wall, a concept which we also find directly following within Lyric 1. 
 
The understanding of the lapis angularis as coping stone and therefore ‘head 
stone’ of the building is central to the lyric. It allows for the designation which ties 
the two main fields of imagery of this lyric together: heafod (l. 4, head). This 
designation functions both as metaphor for the coping stone and as metonym for the 
head of the Corpus Christi, the body of Christ.409  
                                                 
407 Both definitions quoted for the cornerstone are taken from R. B. Burlin, The Old English 'Advent': 
A Typological Commentary, Yale studies in English. v. 168 (New Haven, 1968), p. 58, who in turn 
cited them from G. B. Ladner, 'The Symbolism of the Biblical Corner Stone in the Medieval West', 
MS 4 (1942): 43-60.  
408 ‘That same stone which very long ago the builders discarded, has now become the highest of 
corner(stones); Holy Lord wisely appointed [this] to the support of the wall; this is entirely wonderful 
to our eyes.’ 
409 The Corpus Christi is one of the most prominent images for Christ and the Church, or body of 
those that belong to him (angels as well as Christians). It occurs in all case studies, and will be 
discussed in more detail later on. 
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    Wel þe geriseð 
þæt þu heafod sie    healle mærre 
ond gesomnige        side weallas     
fæste gefoge,     flint unbræcne, 410 (Chr I, ll. 3b – 6) 
 
The poet frequently switches between the two sets of imagery throughout the lyric, 
often ambiguously as in these lines above. Christ is Head. The metaphorical 
biological body however remains implicit in this instance. At its place we find 
another metaphor for the Church, again from the architectural imagery: the healle 
mærre.411 The blending of the architectural and the Corpus Christi imagery 
continues, as we shall see in the following. Just as the two sets of imagery have been 
joined together in the designation heafod, so are the walls of this hall joined together 
in lines 5-6 by the bearer of this epithet. The Old English poet here returns to the 
antiphon and Paul with an extrapolation on facis utraque unum. As Campbell points 
out, Christ here not only makes out of two things one, but ‘makes a firmly joined 
unity out of multiplicity.’412 He remarks on the clever wordplay which combines 
weall and flint as joint objects to gesomnigan, while the unbreakable unity declared 
by the use of flint is emphasized through the singular number of this noun. As 
discussed above, the image of the two walls joined to one by the head stone or 
                                                 
410 Well does it befit you, that you be the head of the glorious hall, and unite the vast walls fastly 
joined, unbreakable flint. 
411 Ælfric’s sermon In Dedicatione Ecclesiae, discussed by Burlin, The Old English 'Advent' explicitly 
mentions the image of the Church as house, and the faithful as living stones therein: ‘Nu sind we 
cristene menn godes hus gehatene, swa swa se apostol paulus cwæð; Templum dei sanctum est quod 
estis uos; þæt is. Godes templ is halig. þæt sind ge; Eft cwæð se ylca apostol; Nyte ge þæt eowere 
lima syndon þæs halgan gastes temple. – Now are we Christian people called God’s house, just like 
the apostle Paul says: Templum dei sanctum est quod estis uos; which means: God’s temple is holy, 
that are you. Often says that same apostle: Do you not know that your bodies are the temple of the 
Holy Ghost?’Ælfric, In Dedicatione Ecclesiae,  in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The Second Series: 
Text, ed. M. Godden (ed.), EETS 5 (Oxford, 1979), pp. 335-45, p. 338. See also Garde, Old English 
Poetry in Christian Perspective  on healle mærre as metaphor for the Church.  
For a discussion of the hall or town as body of Christ, see Kramer, 'Ðu eart se weallstan'. 
412 Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 12. 
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cornerstone is associated in exegesis with the concept of Jews and Gentiles joining to 
form one universal church.  
There are other possible exegetical referents for this passage. Gregory the 
Great, for example, could talk of both the unification of Gentiles and Jews and that of 
the contemplative and the active life in Christ simultaneously.413 Burlin finds 
evidence in Ælfric’s homilies both for the understanding of the unification of Jews 
and Gentiles into one Church through Christ, the cornerstone, but also for the 
interpretation of the blending of the heavenly host and mankind into one host – as the 
numbers of the heavenly host had been depleted at the fall of Lucifer and his 
companions. 414  
 
Lines 7-8 offer an addition to the information given in the antiphon, and lead 
us back to the context of the cornerstone image in Psalm 117 by alluding to its 
consecutive verse in 117:23, as Burlin already suggests:  a Domino factum est istud 
hoc est mirabile in oculis nostris  (This is the Lord’s doing: and it is marvellous in 
our eyes).415 According to Burlin, what is seen is the spiritual, the living body or 
house of the Church: 
 
What is seen with the spiritual eye is the living Church. A distinction 
between the individual and the body of the universal Church is 
typologically negligible and obscures the coherence of this section. 
Metaphorically they are one, sharing a common tenor; spiritually and 
historically they are coincident. The establishment of the Church was 
                                                 
413 This association with both meanings in Gregory’s commentary was first published by Cook, The 
Christ of Cynewulf, p. 75, who also cites Ælfric on this interpretation. 
414 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 60-61. 
415 See Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 64-65 where he also cites St. Augustine, who discusses 
the meaning of this phrase in a cornerstone passage: Et est mirabilis in oculis nostris: - in oculis 
interioris hominis, in oculis credentium, sperantium, diligentium; non in oculis carnalibus eorum qui 
quasi hominem contemnendo reprobaverunt. ‘It is wonderful in our eyes: with the eyes of the inner 
man, with the eyes of believers, of those who hope and love; not with the bodily eyes of those who 
have rejected the Man, as it were by despising him.’ On Psalm 117 in Augustine, Enarrationes in 
Psalmos CI-CL, ed. D. Eligius Dekkers and Johannes Fraipont, CCSL 38-40 (Turnhout, 1956), p. 
1662. 
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manifest in the founding of individual faith; and the reconstruction of the 
former depends upon the restoration of the latter.416 
 
Lines 2-8 therefore follow the same structure as the Old English version in the Paris 
Psalter quoted above on page 173, including the additional mention of God’s role as 
strengthening the wall. In the rendering of Psalm 117:23 in Lyric I, we find God 
addressed as wuldres ealdor. Neither the antiphon nor any of the biblical sources 
mention the Lord of Glory of the Old English version. The designation however 
makes perfect sense in the textual context in which it appears. While addressing God 
directly in a depiction of the wonderstruck gaze of the inhabitants of all earthly 
dwellings, an evocation of God as Master of this glory seems highly appropriate. The 
passage is clearly a pun: 
 
þæt geond eorðb[y]rg eall    eagna gesihþe 
wundrien to worlde      wuldres ealdor417 (ll. 7-8) 
 
In what looks like a textbook example of Roberta Frank’s argument for paronomasia, 
the poet contrasts the almost homophonic and partially homographic world and 
wuldor.418 Similar to a pun in Lyric VIII, this passage plays on the double meaning 
of wuldor: heaven and glory. If we understand the meaning of wuldres ealdor as 
‘Lord of glory’, it answers to the glorification and marvel performed by all who have 
sight by stressing the addressee of this glorification, the authority of all glory. If we 
understand the epithet as a metonym for ‘Lord of heaven’, its juxtaposition to world 
(which as lexeme means the material world inside history) draws attention to the 
contrast between that which is material within us in our worldly exile and that which 
is spiritual, focused on the heavenly God. The contrast is emphasized by the location 
                                                 
416 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', p. 65. 
417 ‘so that throughout the earthdwellings all with the eyes to see shall wonder forever, Lord of 
glory/heaven.’ 
418 R. Frank, 'Some Uses of Paronomasia in Old English Scriptural Verse', Speculum 47 (1972): 207-
26. 
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of those admiring as being eorðbyrg (l. 7, earthdwellings). As a whole, the passage 
makes a similar distinction to that which Augustine of Hippo made when he 
distinguished between the spiritual and the bodily eyes.419 The passage also calls 
upon another pair which is made one through Christ, namely the believer in his 
bodily state who is unified with his spiritual home and his Lord. The opposition of 
bodily subjects and spiritual lord is implicit in various passages of the lyric, for 
example in the juxtaposition of leomu læmena (l. 15, limbs of clay) and liffrea (l. 15, 
Lord of life / living Lord), to which I shall return shortly. 
 
The contrast of bodily creation and its creator also underlies the next section of 
the lyric, which begins at line 9 of the lyric and coincides with the final part of the 
antiphon: the petition. The antiphon is simple and direct in its appeal, expressing 
both the wish and the relevant connection between God and his creation: ‘veni, et 
salva hominem quem de limo formasti – come and save mankind, whom you have 
formed out of clay.’ Once more, the Old English poet expands the antiphonal passage 
greatly, and his first request transcends the scope of the antiphon:  
 
Gesweotula nu þurh searocræft        þin sylfes weorc,  
soðfæst, sigorbeorht,    ond sona forlæt.    
weall wið wealle.420  (ll. 9-11a) 
 
Smoothly, the poet leads back from the visual to the architectural imagery of the 
antiphon. While the first part of the petition in this passage asks for a manifestation, a 
visualization as well as materialization of the work of God (in this case the act of 
salvation as well as the divine within his creation), the rest of the passage turns back 
                                                 
419  On Psalm 117 in  Augustine, Enarrationes, p. 1662. See the footnote on page 175 for the citation 
of this passage. 
420 Make manifest now through skilful strength your own work, true and victory-bright one, and soon 
leave wall against wall.  
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to the antiphon itself and requests the joining of the two walls into one. This can be 
understood as a request for the revelation of Christ’s act of unifying a Church and for 
the confirmation of this joint spiritual house. The two adjectives soðfæst and 
sigorbeorht which Campbell translates as vocative nominalizations, are reminiscent 
of another OT passage using the cornerstone image, Isaiah 28:16, where the 
cornerstone itself is tried and precious.421 1 Peter 2:4-6, also uses the adjective 
‘elect’, and places the quote in the context of the spiritual house of the Church, made 
out of living stones:  
 
1 ad quem accedentes lapidem vivum ab hominibus quidem reprobatum a 
Deo autem electum honorificatum 5 et ipsi tamquam lapides vivi 
superaedificamini domus spiritalis sacerdotium sanctum offerre spiritales 
hostias acceptabiles Deo per Iesum Christum 6 propter quod continet in 
scriptura ecce pono in Sion lapidem summum angularem electum 
pretiosum et qui crediderit in eo non confundetur422  
 
This interpretation of the house as the spiritual Church and simultaneously as the 
living bodies it is made out of is the basis underlying the entire petition section 
within the poem, and the poet makes great use of the play of meanings suggested  by 
this multiple-layered imagery. It is both the Church and the individuals within that 
are meant by weorc, when the poet now returns to the petitions of the antiphon and 
asks for Christ to come and repair that which is corrupted: hus under hrofe (l. 14), 
the house under the roof that is Christ, the body under the head. It is his work in two 
aspects here, since Christ shall come as se cræftga (l.12, the craftsman) as well as se 
cyning sylfa (l. 12, the king himself). Christ’s authority over the Church and the 
                                                 
421 Isaiah 28: 16 idcirco haec dicit Dominus Deus: ecce ego mittam in fundamentis Sion lapidem 
lapidem probatum angularem pretiosum, in fundamento fundatum qui crediderit, non festinet. 
‘Therefore thus saith the Lord God: Behold, I will lay a stone in the foundations of Sion, a tried stone, 
a corner stone, a precious stone, founded in the foundation. He that believeth, let him not hasten.’ 
422 Unto whom coming, as to a living stone, rejected indeed by men, but chosen and made honourable 
by God, 5 Be you also as living stones built up, a spiritual house, a holy priesthood, to offer up 
spiritual sacrifices, acceptable to God by Jesus Christ. 6 Wherefore it is said in the Scripture: Behold, 
I lay in Sion a chief cornerstone, elect, precious; And he that shall believe in him shall not be 
confounded.’ My Italics.  
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faithful has been understood throughout the lyric and antiphon, be it in the cyning of 
the first line, the heafod (l. 4), ealdor (l. 8) or hrof (l. 14). The term cræftga is more 
complex. While Christ of course is the Agent of the unification of the two walls 
which create the universal Church, and thus functions both as Craftsman and as main 
Corner stone, he is also the Creator of the living stones, the leomu læmena (l. 15), the 
limbs of clay. What is implied in the designation cræftga, and made explicit shortly 
afterwards (He þæt hra gescop – ‘he created that body’ l. 14), is the traditional 
Christian teaching that it is the Word, therefore Christ, who creates.423 This 
assumption is also expressed in the antiphon, which calls upon Christ, the Creator of 
mankind quem de limo formasti (whom he created out of clay). Christ thus is asked 
for help in his functions as Creator, Saviour, and main Authority of the Church. He is 
the Lord of life (liffrea, l. 15) in all senses, as Giver of life in the act of creation, but 
also the Saviour and the living Lord who opens the path to eternal life by saving the 
wretched lot from wrath and terror, as he has often done.  
 
5.2. Lyric II: O Clavis David 
 
The second lyric builds upon the fourth of the ‘Great O’ Antiphons, that for the 
20th of December: 
O Clavis David, et sceptrum domus Israel, qui aperis, et nemo claudit; 
claudis, et nemo aperit: veni, et educ vinctum de domo carceris, 
sedentem in tenebris et umbra mortis.424  
 
Amalarius comments on this antiphon in his Liber Antiphonarii:
                                                 
423 For a further discussion of this assumption, see N. Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature 
(Toronto, 1982) or Garde, Old English Poetry in Christian Perspective. I will also return to this theme 
at various times throughout this study. 
424 ‘O Key of David and Sceptre of the House of Israel; you who open and no one closes; who close 
and no one opens: come and lead the captive sitting in darkness and the shadow of death from his 
prison-house.’ 
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Secunda antiphona mirabilem ostiarium demonstrat Christum, quod ipse 
claudit, non est qui aperiat, et quod aperit, non est qui claudat. Ita 
scriptum est in Apocalypsi de eo : Hoc dicit sanctus et verus, qui habet 
clavem David : qui aperit, et nemo claudit ; claudit, et nemo aperit. 
Quod ita intellegitur : Qui habet clavem David, id est, regiam potestatem 
quasi ex David stirpe natus, sive quia [Col. 1268A] prophetia David 
Christi est dispensatione patefacta. Qui aperit, et nemo claudit ; claudit, 
et nemo aperit. Legis divinae secreta, solius Christi potestate panduntur 
fidelibus, clauduntur incredulis. Haec antiphona aptatur gradui spiritus 
intellectus. Spiritus intellectus qui in Christo est, acumine luminis sui 
abdita penetrat, et tenebras cordis illustrat. Hoc enim agit, qui quando 
vult aperit quod nemo potest claudere, Christus est lux vera, quae 
illuminat omnem hominem.425  
 
The connection between the antiphon and the first two epithets used in the second 
extant Old English lyric is not as obvious as it was in the first.  
 
Eala þu reccend      ond þu riht cyning, 
se þe locan healdeð,      lif ontyneð, 
eadgu[m] upwegas,     oþrum forwyrneð 
wlitigan wilsiþes,     gif his weorc ne deag.426 (ll. 18-21) 
 
Both reccend and riht cyning seem to allude to the second epithet of the Latin 
antiphon, the sceptre of the house of Israel. This alludes to the power wielded 
through the sceptre and the person holding that power, i.e. the king. Regarding the 
Clavis David, Burlin explains how the term ‘holder of the keys of Jerusalem,’ (keys 
which were too large to be physically carried about) was the title for the person who 
                                                 
425 ‘The second antiphon shows the miracle of the doorkeeper, Christ, that which he himself closes, 
there is no one who can open it, and that which he himself opens, there is no one who can close it. So 
it is written in the Apocalypse about this: So says the saint and truly, he who has the key of David: 
who opens, and no one closes; closes, and no one opens. Which is to be understood like this: He who 
has the key of David, that is, his royal power, as if born of the lineage of David, or because through 
revealed prophecy, David is the steward of Christ. He who opens, and no one closes; closes, and no 
one opens. Only through the power of Christ, the secrets of the divine law are disclosed to the faithful 
and closed to the unbelievers. This antiphon is applied to the position of the spirit of understanding. 
The spirit of understanding, which is in Christ, with the sharpness of his light it penetrates the 
blackness, and enlightens the darkness of the heart. For so he acts, that when he wants he opens what 
no one can close, Christ is the true light, which illumines all mankind.’ Chapter XIII in Amalarius, 
Liber de Ordine Antiphonarii, PL 105, 1267D-1268A.  
426 ‘O you, Ruler and you rightful King, who holds the lock, who opens life, to the blessed the paths 
on high, who to another denies the radiant, desired journey, if his work does not avail.’  
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would decide who was able to see the king and who would not get permission. 
Alongside these responsibilities, the keeper of the keys would have full authority in 
all matters of state after the king. The expression ‘Key of David’ thus represents the 
person in authority. Amalarius here explains stewardship as well as inheritance of the 
keys through lineage as possible meanings. Christ, a member of the lineage of David, 
is Ruler and – both, through his divine and human lineage - the rightful king. The 
Old English text does not mention the Key of David as first designation but replaces 
the epithet with reccend (l. 18, the ruler). Burlin, however, notes the additional 
meaning of the verb underlying the participle reccend, reccan, which can also mean 
‘to unfold the meaning of anything’. The juxtaposition of a verb ‘unfolding meaning’ 
with the image of Christ as Key conjures up the concept of the mod-hord 
(heart/mind-treasure) which needs to be unlocked through speech. In Andreas, for 
example, God unlocks his mod-hord with the help of words when he reveals his 
divine will to the apostle.427 Dorothy Haines has successfully associated Christ with 
the Mediator of life, who unlocks Scripture (namely the Old Testament) in the 
following Exodus passage:428 
 
Gif onlucan wile      lifes wealhstod, 
beorht in breostum,    banhuses weard, 
ginfæsten god       gæstes cægon, 
run bið gerecenod,      ræd forð gæð, 
hafað wislicu      word on fæðme, 
wile meagollice    modum tæcan 
þæt we gesne ne syn     godes þeodscipes, 
metodes miltsa.429  (ll. 523-30) 
                                                 
427 þa him cirebaldum cyninga wuldor, meotud mancynnes, modhord onleac, weoruda drihten, ond 
þus wordum cwæð: (Exo, ll. 171-173) ‘Then the Glory of kings, the Ruler of mankind unlocked his 
mind-treasure to the brave man, the Lord of hosts and spoke the following words.’ 
428 D. Haines, 'Unlocking Exodus ll. 516-532', JEGP 98:4 (1999): 481-98. 
429 ‘If the mediator of life, bright in the bosom, the Keeper of the body, will unlock those ample 
benefits with the keys of the spirit, the mystery will be explained, good counsel will go forth. He has 
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Christ will unlock the mysteries of Scripture, in order to open the path to God’s 
mercy through wisdom and knowledge. The unlocking of wisdom and knowledge is 
a common theme in Old English poetry. If we take the five instances alone where 
someone unlocks the word-hoard (wordhord onleac), each of these are associated 
with wisdom or the deliverance of important knowledge, or both. In the Metres of 
Boethius, for example, it is Wisdom herself, who unlocks her word-hoard when she 
begins to speak.430 Haines shows that this image is not only an Old English tradition, 
but is grounded in a substantial body of scriptural sources as well as biblical 
commentaries, and I refer the reader to her article for a more comprehensive 
discussion of the background. I would nonetheless like to cite one more example for 
the validity of this interpretation of Christ as key to Scripture who through wisdom 
opens the door to salvation in our context. Amalarius, for example, explains in his 
commentary on the antiphon that Christ has the power to reveal or lock the secret 
laws of Scripture, which he will only unlock for the faithful and keep from the 
unbelievers.431 The antiphon for Amalarius represents the spiritus intellectus, the 
spirit of understanding, in Christ. Christus est lux vera, who illumines all mankind 
imprisoned in the darkness of the mind, a concept to which the Old English poet 
returns, as will become evident in the course of this reading.  
 
Another interpretation for the epithet ‘Key’ would be that of Christ as the Key 
to eternal life. Burlin here refers to Alcuin, for example, and his comment on 
Apocalypse 3:7-8, where he explains that the door to salvation was opened through 
                                                                                                                                          
wise words in his power and earnestly desires to teach our minds, so that we may not be wanting in 
God’s instruction, the mercies of the Measurer.’ I have taken this translation from Ibid., p. 481.  
430 For the five instances, see Andreas ll. 315-6 and 601-2, Widsith l. 1, Beowulf ll. 258-9 and the 
Metres of Boethius 6.1. 
431 For an extensive discussion of possible sources for the Clavis David as Christ, unlocking the 
meaning of Scripture, see Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 75-76. 
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Christ’s passion and resurrection.432 Stanley B. Greenfield has demonstrated 
convincingly, that the phrase se þe locan healdeð in line 2 of the poem works as 
kenning for ‘key’, since it is the key which can open or close the locks, and thus 
holds power over them.433 We only need to look at the next half line to understand 
that this power is Christ, and that the lock which is meant here is that of eternal life. 
He lif ontyneð (unlocks life, l. 19), which stands for the spiritual life through Christ, 
found on the ‘eadgan upwegas’ (the blessed paths on high, l. 20). The poet follows 
the structure of the doctrinal part of the antiphon when he juxtaposes the admission 
of the righteous with the exclusion of those whose deeds do not merit salvation (ll. 
20-21). The additions that no one else can close or open the door thus opened or 
closed without divine help are also implied here, as it is the Lord of life himself 
(liffrea, l. 27), who has power over the locks.  
 
The first four lines of the lyric thus express the first four elements of the 
antiphon, while paying tribute to various readings within these passages. Special 
attention should be paid to the two meanings of Christ as Key to life and salvation, as 
well as his role as Key to the Scripture, since the play on these meanings underlies 
the rest of this lyric, as  I will demonstrate shortly.  
 
   Huru we for þearfe       þas word sprecað, 
   ond m[y]ndgiað       þone þe mon gescop 
   þæt he ne læte     to lose weorðan 
   cearfulra þing,      þe we in carcerne  
                                                 
432 Rev. 3:7-8: [...] haec dicit sanctus et verus, qui habet clavem David qui aperit et nemo claudit 
claudit et nemo aperit 8 scio opera tua ecce dedi coram te ostium apertum quod nemo poetest cludere 
[...] ‘These things says the Holy One and the True One, he that hath the key of David, he that openeth, 
and no man shutteth, shutteth and no man openeth: 8. I know your works. Behold, I have given before 
thee a door opened, which no one can shut.’ For Alcuin’s commentary on the passage, see II:2 in 
Alcuin, Commentatorium in Apoclaypsin,  PL 100, 1085-1556.  
433 S. B. Greenfield, 'Of Locks and Keys - Line 19a of the Old English Christ', MLN 67 (1952): 238-
40.  
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   sittað sorgende       sunnan wenað434  (ll. 22-26) 
 
Before moving on to his rendering of the petition of the antiphon, the poet slows his 
pace to include a brief commentary on the necessity to cry for help. It is here that the 
poet for the first time in this lyric truly moves away from the antiphon, not so much 
in content, but by personalising it. While the antiphon remains distant within the 
third person, it is we, the poet and us audience, who sit in the dungeon of darkness 
and the shadow of death. The poem becomes the voice of every person hearing or 
reading it, who through hearing or reading it already participates in the realisation of 
this cry. It is however not only the petitioner who is personalised, but also the 
petition itself, as the God remembered is not only the Key to life, otherwise detached 
from those in need, but ‘þone þe mon gescop’ (he who created man, l. 23), who is 
asked to look after the product of his own creation. This relationship between God 
and his creation links Lyric II for example to the cræftga of the leomu laemena of 
Lyric I and the need of the agen weorc (own work) of the word of God in Lyric V.  
 
The inclusion of the Creator at the beginning of this petition has its counterpart 
in the antiphonal sources, as the proclamation of the freeing of those sitting in the 
darkness of the dungeons in Scripture is spoken by  
 
Dominus Deus creans caelos et extendens eos firmans terram et quae 
germinant ex ea dans flatum populo qui est super eam et spiritum 
calcantibus eam.435   
 
                                                 
434 ‘Indeed out of need do we speak these words and remember him who created man, that he may not 
allow the case of the troubled to become lost, as we sit sorrowing in the dungeon and wait for the 
Sun.’ 
435 Isaiah 42:5: ‘Thus saith the Lord God that created the heavens and stretched them out: that 
established the earth and the things that spring out of it: that giveth breath to the people upon it, and 
spirit to them that tread thereon.’ The Old English passage talks of us, þe we in carcerne sittað 
sorgende (we who sit sorrowing sit in the dungeon). See Isaiah 42:7 : ‘Et educeres de conclusione 
vinctum, De domo carceris sedentes in tenebris.’ ‘[...] and bring forth the prisoner out of prison, and 
them that sit in darkness out of the prison house. .’  
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The Isaiah passage goes on to the praise of God through words and song, the activity 
which poet and audience are engaged in at this point of the poem. Nonetheless, it is 
neither the Key nor the Creator whom the imprisoned await, it is the Sun, which does 
not occur in this antiphon. The source for this part of the poem rather seems to be a 
parallel passage in the O Oriens antiphon (underlying Lyric V) to the petition in the 
O clavis David antiphon. 
 
Lyric 2: veni et educ vinctum de domo carceris, sedentem in tenebris et 
umbra mortis. 
Lyric 5: veni et illumina sedentem in tenebris et umbra mortis. 
 
It takes little imagination then to see the sol iustitiae of the Oriens antiphon as the 
source for the sun in the dungeon of Lyric II. The abundance of light imagery both in 
Isaiah 42:1-25, the source for the domo carceris, sedentem in tenebris, and in Isaiah 
9:2, where we find the umbra mortis, further strengthens the case for the use of the 
image of the light of salvation at this place.436 Muir mentions the closeness of this 
scene to the harrowing of hell, which it also represents. The dark dungeon is hell, and 
the sunlight comes into the dungeon to save the poor souls from death into life, 
through grace, the light.437 This association would have been the stronger for the Old 
English audience, as the pun on sun/son in this passage, so effective in the Old 
English though not present in the Latin, emphasizes this reading. The play on Christ 
as sun and son is continued in Lyric V, and will be discussed there in detail.438  
 
                                                 
436 Is 9:2: populus qui ambulabat in tenebris vidit lucem magnam habitantibus in regione umbrae 
mortis lux orta est eis. ‘The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: to them that dwelt 
in the region of the shadow of death, light is risen.’ 
437 If we picture ourselves in the shoes of those sitting in the darkness and waiting for the light to 
approach, it would be through the keyhole that the first ray of light would appear. 
438 The Old English poet is not the first to connect this antiphon with the true light. One need only 
look at Amalarius quoted above, who expressly states that it is the lux vera who opens and no one 
closes, closes, and no one opens. 
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The passage of lines 19 – 26, beginning with the opening of eternal life through 
him who holds the locks and concluded by the coming of the sun to redeem those 
sitting imprisoned in darkness (not expressly mentioned by the Old English poet), 
can be seen as a meditation on Christ as key to salvation and bringer of eternal life. 
The dungeon sequence has a double function, as a description of Christ’s descent 
into hell to save those waiting for him, but also as a very personal narration of Christ 
as saving grace entering the darkness of ‘our’ (in the poet-audience sense) souls. In 
this respect, the passage foreshadows the notion of the peregrinus as exiled from 
both paradise as body and soul, and from the glory of God as spirit within a body.439 
The symbol of the sun also functions as link between this past passage and the next 
section of the poem: 
 
hwonne us liffrea     leoht ontyne, 
weorðe ussum mode      to mundboran 
ond þæt tydre gewitt    tire bewinde,440 (Chr I, ll. 27-29) 
 
The first b half-line of this section, leoht ontyne (unlocks light, l. 27) recalls the b 
half-line lif ontyneð (unlocks life, l. 19) at the beginning of the poem. What is 
connected here are expositions of the two meanings of Christ as key to eternal life, 
which we have just discussed, and Christ as key to Scripture and grace in and 
through understanding. Both expressions are further linked through the epithet liffrea 
(l. 27), mentioned above. While this is the only connection of liffrea and leoht, 
another formulaic epithet for God comes straight to mind. Lifes leohtfruma appears 
twelve times in Old English poetry, six of which in Genesis A – none in Genesis B -  
                                                 
439 The notion of the peregrinus is more clearly expressed in lines 30-33: ‘gedo usic þæs wyrðe, / þe 
he to wuldre forlet, // þa we heanlice / hweorfan sceoldan // on this enge lond, / eðle bescyrede. – 
make us worthy of that which he gloriously gave up, us who have to turn abjectly to this narrow land, 
cut off from home.’: For a discussion of the theme of exile in the Advent Lyrics, see S. B. Greenfield, 
'The Theme of Spiritual Exile in Christ I', PQ 32 (1953): 321-28. 
440 ‘when the Lord of life unlocks the light for us, becomes Protector to our mod and surrounds that 
frail understanding with glory,’  
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twice in Andreas and Guthlac respectively, and once in the Metrical Boethius. The 
majority of these refer to Christ. The unlocking of light by the Lord of life also 
resonates in the Amalarius commentary: 
 
Spiritus intellectus qui in Christo est, acumine luminis sui abdita 
penetrat, et tenebras cordis illustrat. Hoc enim agit, qui quando vult aperit 
quod nemo potest claudere, Christus est lux vera, quae illuminat omnem 
hominem.441 
 
A look at lines 28-29 shows that it is the spiritus intellectus which is meant in the 
poem. Unfortunately, the pun on the word mod eludes us in Modern English, as it 
refers to both the mind and the soul.442 By becoming the Protector of the mind, the 
Lord of life also becomes Protector of the soul. The next line is more explicit in its 
petition to ‘surround that frail understanding with glory’ (l. 29).  Through the grace 
of understanding the path to the protection of the soul through Scripture is opened. 
An example of this process is given right after the exile-passage discussed above, 
when the poet begins his excursus into the narration of the Immaculate Conception 
and birth of Christ. The designations for God, as well as the poetic imagery used so 
far, break off at this point. The language and style of the Marian passage have much 
more in common with the other Marian passages throughout the Advent Lyrics than 
with the rest of this lyric and will therefore not be discussed in this context.  
 
In line 42, however, the poet returns once more to the original themes of the 
poem, echoing the liffrea of the end of the first part with lifes fruman (Origin of life, 
l. 44) at the beginning of the second one. The poet here summarises the different 
                                                 
441 The spirit of understanding, which is in Christ, with the sharpness of his light it penetrates the 
blackness, and enlightens the darkness of the heart. For so he acts, that when he wants he opens what 
no one can close, Christ is the true light, which illumines all mankind. Amalarius. Liber de Ordine 
Antiphonarii Cap. XIII: De Antiphonis quae in principium habent O. PL 105, 1268A.  
442 For a thoughtful study of the mind in general and the interrelation of mod and sawle in particular, 
see M. Godden, 'Anglo-Saxons on the Mind' in Learning and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England: 
Studies Presented to Peter Clemoes on the Occasion of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, Michael Lapidge and 
Helmut Gneuss (eds.) (Cambridge, 1985), pp. 271-98.  
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doctrinal elements of the first passage creatively. Remaining with the main biblical 
source for this lyric, Isaiah, he chooses a passage separate to that of the antiphon to 
tie the different elements together. Emerging out of the scriptural example of the 
Marian section, the poet takes up the image of the Tree of Jesse as origin of the gifts 
of the Holy Spirit from Isaiah 11:1. It is these gifts of the spirit, which allow the 
prophets to sing truth, just as they allow the student of the Bible to gain the 
understanding so searched for. The tree is nourished through the light of the sun, and 
Campbell makes us aware of the pun in wisna fela (l. 43), which can relate to the 
shoots being shone upon, or equally to the many wise people who are thus 
enlightened by the Sun.443 With this power of understanding and its clear expression 
in mind, the poet once more reminds us of the elevating powers of singing the glory 
of God, already alluded to in the petition section of lines 22-24. Line 45 however 
suggests a second reading of this last passage: ‘þe ær under hoðman / biholen lægon’ 
(who before lay covered in darkness / the grave). If we take this, as Burlin suggests, 
to further qualify the wisna, the pun on shoots and wise men allows us to see here the 
prophets being freed at the harrowing of hell, through the sunlight that now shines 
upon them. Similarly, all else who entrust themselves to the study of Scripture will 
through Christ be enlightened and freed from the darkness of their ignorance and 
brought to salvation in the light.  
In this way, the last passage of the lyric once more allows a parallel reading of 
the salvation of the soul directly through Christ’s sacrifice and indirectly through the 
gift of understanding Scripture, which enables the student to follow the path of 
understanding to salvation. Similarly, the objects of salvation are simultaneously 
those waiting in hell for Christ to descend and save them and the individual members 
of the poet-audience ‘us’.  
                                                 
443 Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 15. 
5.3. Lyric V : O Oriens  
189 
5.3. Lyric V : O Oriens 
 
O Oriens, splendor lucis aeternae et sol justitiae : veni et illumina 
sedentem in tenebris et umbra mortis.444 
 
After the excursions of Lyrics III (on Jerusalem) and IV (on the Virgin Mary), 
Lyric V brings us back to Christ as subject. Close associations with the Nicene Creed 
and the opening of John’s Gospel are easily visible, and indeed, it is the nature of 
Christ as expressed in Creed and Gospel that is the main concern of this lyric. The 
relationship between father and son forms a major strand within the poem, as does 
the nature of Christ incarnate in this world. Burlin has already noted that the poet 
alternates his professions about the theology of father and son coeternal and outside 
time (ll. 104-113 and 120-123) with temporal passages within history, such as the 
petition for salvation in ll. 113-119.445  Next to the Nicene Creed, the lyric draws 
heavily upon the imagery of light, already found in Lyric II, but in this case it is 
expressed at the centre of the antiphonal source. In the first part of the lyric, 
however, the trinitarian aspect of the sun and light imagery takes precedence to the 
soteriology also expressed in these underlying commonplaces of Christology.  J.E. 
Cross’ article on the ‘Coeternal beam’ remains key to the study of the light imagery 
as discourse on the nature of Christ at the beginning of this lyric.446 Cross discusses 
the three antiphonal names for Christ, oriens, splendor lucis aeternae, and sol 
iustitiae and their Old English counterparts, earendel, soðfæsta sunnan leoma and 
beorhta sunna, with his main focus on the second designation and its closeness to the 
description of the solar-model of the trinity in Æflric’s De Fide Catholica, which 
                                                 
444 ‘O Rising Light, Splendour of eternal Light and Sun of Justice: come and shine upon humanity 
sitting in darkness and the shadow of death.’ 
445Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 103-04. 
446 J. E. Cross, 'The "Coeternal Beam" in the Old English Advent Poem (Christ I) ll. 104-129', Neophil 
48 (1964): 72-81. 
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itself reveals the influence of Augustine in thought.447 As an Anglo-Saxon rendering 
of this doctrinal commonplace, Ælfric’s sermon helps to explicate Lyric V. I will 
therefore quote the two main passages from the De Fide Catholica before looking at 
the names of God within the lyric proper:   
 
Seo sunne ðe ofer us scinð is lichamlic gesceaft. 7 hæfð swa ðeah ðreo 
agennyssa on hyre; An is seo lichamlice edwist. þ̃ is ðære sunnan trendel; 
Oðer is se leoma oððe beorhtnys. æfre of ðære sunnan seo ðe onliht ealne 
middangeard; þridde is seo hætu. þe mid þam leoman becymð to us; Se 
leoma is æfre of ðære sunnan. 7 æfre mid hire; 7 ðæs ælmihtigan godes 
sunu is æfre of ðam fæder acenned. 7 æfre mid him wunigende; Be ðam 
cwæð se apostol. þ̃ he wære his fæder wuldres beohrtnys. 448 
 
Ælfric is very specific about the Quality of Salvator pertaining to the son / ray and 
brightness, as he explains further on in the homily, when he returns to the image of 
the sun, ray and heat as the Trinity:   
 
seo beorhtnys onliht […] 7 seo onlihting belimpð to þære 
beorhtnysse; Swa eac crist ana underfeng þa menniscnysse 7 na se fæder 
ne se halga gast. þeahwæðere hi wæron æfre mid him on eallum his 
weorcum. 7 on ealre his fare.449 
 
The Christological aspect of these solar images is also the lyric’s main theme, which 
is expressed in other ways as well, as we shall see in the following. Burlin and Cross 
have shown that the first designation, oriens / earendel, has diverse meanings in 
                                                 
447 It will quickly become apparent in the discussion of Cross’s argument as well as the closer 
inspection of the lyric, that the Old English poet here concentrates on the first two Persons of the 
Trinity. 
448 ‘The sun which shines above us is a material being and has yet three qualities in itself: One is its 
material substance. That is the orb of the sun. The other is the ray or brightness, ever of the sun which 
illumines all of middle-earth. The third is the heat, which comes to us along with the ray. The ray is 
ever of the sun, and always with it. And the son of the almighty God is ever begotten of the father, and 
ever living with him. About this says the apostle, that he was the brightness of his father’s glory.‘ 
Ælfric, 'De Fide Catholica' in Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The First Series, Peter Clemoes (ed.), EETS 
(Oxford, 1997), pp. 338-9. Ælfric continues with a description of the Holy Spirit, who is the heat 
emanating from both the father/sun and the son/ray.  
449 ‘the brightness illumines […] the illumination belongs to the brightness. Just as Christ alone 
underwent humanness and neither the Father nor the Holy Ghost, even though they were always with 
him in all his deeds.’  Ibid., p. 340. 
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Latin as well as Old English.450 Oriens can mean the rising light, such as the sunrise, 
or the source of the light (i.e. the sun), as well as the East – the direction from which 
the light comes.451 Gregory the Great demonstrates the close semantic relationship 
between these meanings whilst commenting on Zacharias VI.12 (Oriens est nomen 
eius – Oriens is his name) in his Moralia in Iob. 
 
Nam quia ab Oriente lux surgit, recte Oriens dicitur cuius justitiae lumine 
nostrae injustitiae nox illustratur.452  
 
While excluding the cardinal direction from its range of meanings, earendel 
translates aurora (dawn, daybreak) as well as jubar (ray).453 Occurring a mere seven 
times in the entire Old English corpus, it is used only once in poetry and only once 
for Christ. As a hapax legomenon within the poetic corpus, earendel is a direct 
translation of Oriens. Both possible meanings, the beam or brightness as the ray, and 
the daybreak as the action of illumination (which Ælfric demonstrated to pertain to 
the brightness) are associated with the second person. Earendel as metaphor for 
Christ illuminating the world is, of course, directly explained, if we understand the 
participial phrase of l. 105 as belonging to the designation: ofer middangeard 
monnum sended (sent upon middle-earth to mankind). Even line 107 (torht ofer 
tunglas), clearly qualifying soðfæsta sunnan leoma (l. 106 true light of the sun), 
recalls the astronomical character of radiance already expressed in earendel. The 
                                                 
450 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 100-01 and Cross, 'The 'Coeternal Beam'', pp. 73-74. The 
comments cited by these two scholars are also only exemplary, of course. Cross also includes a 
discussion of the various glosses and meanings of earendil, which – parallel to oriens – can gloss 
among others jubar, aurora, but also lucifer.  
451 According to Bill East, ‘Oriens is really the title of Christ par excellence; churches have 
traditionally been built to face east, that is to face Christ as he comes again in glory.’ Entry for the 
Medieval Religion mailing list  (http://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/lists/medieval-religion.html), 22.12.2004.  
452 ‘Indeed, because the light rises from the East, he is rightly called Oriens, by whose light of justice 
the night of our injustice is illuminated.’ Gregory, Moralia sive expositio in Iob, ed. Marci Adriaen, 
CCSL, 3 vols. (Tournhout, 1979-85). I owe this quote to Cross, 'The 'Coeternal Beam''.  
453 Cross points out that Blickling Homily XIV uses eorendel to translate lucifer of his source, a Latin 
sermon by Petrus Chrysologus. Both terms are in this context used for John, however.  
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semantic connection between earendel and soðfæsta sunnan leoma is obvious, not 
least because both earendel and leoma gloss jubar. 454    
 
Both Burlin and Cross understand the antiphonal phrase splendor lucis 
aeternae as the parallel to the OE soðfæsta sunnan leoma. The Latin designation is a 
combination of two designations for Christ in Hebrews 1:3 (splendor gloriae) and for 
Wisdom, interpreted as Christ, in Sap. 7.26 (candor est enim lucis aeternae), and 
thus is clearly an expression of the first/second person relationship as in Ælfric’s 
solar-model of the trinity. Alcuin, in his exposition of Hebrews, includes the credal 
expression of this concept: 
 
Merito splendorem eum dixit gloriae, utpote qui ipsum sciebat dicentem: 
Ego sum lux mundi>> (Joan. VIII, 12). Ostendens eum lumen de lumine, 
sicut Deum de Deo esse; animasque nostras illuminantem et Patrem 
nobis insinuantem. Per splendorem quippe unitatem declaravit essentiae 
cum Deo Patre, <<et mirabili modo unam substantiam ostendit, ut duas 
personas [ Chrys., subsistentias] aperiret in gloria et splendore.455  
 
The Old English expression incorporates all elements of these expositions. Christ is 
soðfæsta sunnan leoma, the ‘true Light of the Sun’, and thus proceeds from the 
Father as a ray, but, just as ray and sun, Christ is also co-substantial with the Father 
and thus, as the Father is eternal, co-eternal with him. Christ is the light sent out to 
illumine the world. While soðfæsta can be translated as ‘true’, it however can also be 
translated as ‘just’, and thus offers a direct association to the sol iustitiae of the Latin 
                                                 
454 In one case, both are cited together as either/or choice to translate jubar, namely in l. 414 of the 
Epinal-Erfurt Glossary. See Latin-Old English Glossaries: J. D. Pheifer and m. Épinal . Bibliothèque, 
Old English glosses in the Épinal-Erfurt glossary (Oxford, 1974). 
455 ‘He rightly called Him “splendor gloriae,’ since he knew His own saying: ‘I am the light of the 
world’ (John 8:12), which makes known that He is light of light, just as He is God of God, 
illuminating our souls and ingratiating us with His Father. By ‘splendor’ he has in fact declared the 
unity of essence with God the Father, and ‘in a marvelous way he speaks of one substance in order to 
reveal two persons alike in glory and splendor.’ Alcuin, Expositio in Epistolam Pauli Apostoli ad 
Hebraeos  PL 100, 1031-1084 . The translation is taken from Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', p. 102 
to whom I also owe the quote.  
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Antiphon, though here it modifies leoma, not sunna, while however alliterating with 
sunna.456 The source for the Latin expression is Malachi 4:2  
 
et orietur vobis timentibus nomen meum sol iustitiae et sanitas in pinnis 
eius et egrediemini et salietis sicut vituli de armento.457  
 
The sol iustitiae in this passage indeed is Christ. We need only go back to Gregory 
the Great to see the connection between Oriens/ Earendel and the sol iustitiae, this 
time in a homily on Ezechiel: Judaicus etenim populus Oriens jure dictus est, de 
cujus carne ille est natus, qui Sol justitiae vocatur.458 Christ, the Sun of justice, by 
illuminating the world, also brings justice into the night of injustice among men, and 
thus salvation to those who fear the name of the Lord. The designation therefore is 
clearly one for the second person, and that is why the Old English poet attaches 
soðfæst to leoma. The conjunction of the two Latin antiphonal designations into one 
furthermore stresses that both Father and Son are sol, and the Ray thus sends itself, a 
notion repeatedly stressed throughout the lyric. This is not the only occurrence of this 
combination in Old English poetry, but, interestingly, all four instances can be found 
within the Exeter Book. Next to this passage, the same phrase is used in Christ II, l. 
696. Again it is Christ, this time in contrast to the church as moon, also a doctrinal 
commonplace. In The Phoenix, the soþfæste sunne lihteð (l. 587, the just sun shines) 
in heaven, and is directly hereafter identified as Christ. In their canticle, the three 
youths of the Azarias poem praise the ‘soðfæst cyning, sunne ond monan leohte 
                                                 
456 This association with sol iustitiae is noted both by Cross, 'The 'Coeternal Beam'' and C. D. Wright, 
'Vercelli Homily XV and the Interpolated Version of The Apocalypse of Thomas ' in The Vercelli 
Book: A Workshop, Andy Orchard and Samantha Zacher (eds.) (Forthcoming), though Cross sees the 
designation beorhta sunna of lines 114-115 as the more direct expression of the antiphonal phrase 
within the lyric.  
457 ‘But unto you that fear my name, the Sun of justice shall arise, and health in his wings: and you 
shall go forth, and shall leap like calves of the herd.’ 
458 ‘The Jewish people is indeed justly called Oriens , out of the flesh of whom is born he, who is 
called the sun of justice.’ II.VI. Gregory, Homiliae in Ezechielem, ed. Marci Adriaen, CCSL 147 
(Turnhout, 1971). 
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leoman, lifgende god’ (ll. 77-78, the just King, the Ray of the Light of sun and moon, 
the living God), again Christ. 
 
Coming back to Lyric V, we can associate the phrases torht ofer tunglas (l. 
107) with this designation, just as the statement that ‘it/he’ was sent upon middle-
earth to mankind (l. 105). Also sent to middle-earth is the engla beorhtast (brightest 
of angels, l. 104), the second designation within the Old English lyric.459 This epithet 
does not seem to have a direct counterpart within the Latin antiphon, yet it is closely 
linked to the typology inherent in the rest of the passage. Christ is beorhtast, 
recalling the beorhtnes of Ælfric’s homily, and the radiance which makes both 
earendel and the leoma torht (radiant) above all stars. Engel here does not refer to a 
member of the nine orders, but to Christ himself, in his office as messenger to 
mankind.460 While light and ray shine and illumine, a messenger truly is sent, and 
thus most closely connected with line 105, sent upon middle-earth to mankind. The 
sended of line 105 finds its expression in the last line of the lyric, ‘þæs þe he hine 
sylfne us sendan wolde’ (That he would send himself to us, l. 130), and thus frames 
the entire lyric, except the first line. These two connected lines and the two epithets 
preceding them express the fullness of the message of this lyric. It is the saving light, 
Christ, co-eternal and co-substantial with the Father, who thus sends himself through 
Christ to us, mankind, as an “Angel,” Messenger of and through his own will.  
 
The balance of the lyric is an explication of the Nicene Creed and thus a 
treatment of the eternal, a-historical nature of the first two persons of the Trinity, 
enveloping the Old English version of the antiphonal petition, which brings us back 
                                                 
459 Engel traces its etymology to Greek, where it means messenger. 
460 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent' concisely establishes the theological context for Christ as Angel 
on pp. 102-103. 
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into temporality against the backdrop of eternity. Though not epithets in the true 
sense, the frequent use of second person pronouns and the self should be mentioned 
at this point. Throughout the first half of the lyric, it is þu, who of sylfum þe eternally 
illumines every time (ll. 108-109), or þu who onsende the beorhtan sunnan to us and 
come þe sylf  so that þu inleohte (ll. 114-116). The personal pronoun mainly has two 
effects. The first is an ‘Eala’ passage, an evocation, a direct address in its truest 
sense. Indeed, one of the clusters of second-person pronouns falls within the petition 
section, a prayer to the light of justice to enlighten those sitting in the darkness of the 
sins and the shadow of death. The second, a performative Creed: 
 
Swa þu, god of gode   gearo acenned, Deum de deo genitum non  factum 
sunu soþan fæder,  swegles in wuldre Filium deo sedet ad dexteram Patris 
butan anginne     æfre wære. 461  ex patre natum ante omnia saecula 
     (Chr I, ll. 110-112) 
‘Swa þu’: this proclamation of faith is directly addressed to Christ. You, who are all 
this, you we ask to save us. The Creed is the key to salvation and thus underlies all 
prayers for it. And we, the poet with his audience once more turn to pray and may 
‘hyhtfulle hælo gelyfað’ (hopefully believe in salvation, l. 120). Once more we 
encounter credal language as Christ was from the beginning fæder ælmihtigum (the 
almighty father, l. 122) and efenece mid god (co-eternal with God, l. 123). Especially 
interesting at this point is the epithet used to introduce Christ to this section. ‘We’ 
believe in word godes (the Word of God, l. 121). This of course is John 1:1 ff: 
 
1 in principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud Deum et Deus erat 
Verbum 2 hoc erat in principio apud Deum 3 omnia per ipsum facta sunt 
et sine ipso factum est nihil quod factum est 4 in ipso vita erat et vita erat 
lux hominum 5 et lux in tenebris lucet et tenebrae eam non 
conprehenderunt 6 Fuit homo missus a Deo cui nomen erat Iohannes 7 
hic venit in testimonium ut testimonium perhiberet de lumine ut omnes 
crederent per illum 8 non erat ille lux sed ut testimonium perhiberet de 
                                                 
461 ‘That you, God of God (God of God), truly begotten  (begotten, not made), son of the true Father 
(Son of God), in the glory of the heavens (seated at the right of the Father), without beginning 
(begotten from the Father before all ages) forever were.’ 
5.3. Lyric V : O Oriens  
 196 
lumine 8 Erat lux vera quae inluminat omnem hominem venientem in 
mundum 10 in mundo erat et mundus per ipsum factus est et mundus 
eum non cognovit 11 In propria venit et sui eum non receperunt 12 
quotquot autem receperunt eum dedit eis potestatem filios Dei fieri his 
qui credunt in nomine eius 13 qui non ex sanguinibus neque ex voluntate 
carnis neque ex voluntate viri sed ex Deo nati sunt 14 Et Verbum caro 
factum est et habitavit in nobis et vidimus gloriam eius gloriam quasi 
unigeniti a Patre plenum gratiae et veritatis462 
 
The main statements which we have found within the lyric also occur in this gospel 
passage. Not only do we find those images of the Nicene Creed reiterated in the 
poem, but also the testament of the light coming to the world, the witness of the 
direct answer to the petition of antiphon and lyric. Once more, as regarding the sol 
iustitiae, the light of salvation will come to those who believed in the name. The 
Word as name in the biblical passage fulfils two more roles within the lyric. The first 
is named in John 1:3 omnia per ipsum facta sunt (through him all things are made). 
We have encountered the relationship of Creator to his creation throughout the 
petitions for salvation within the lyrics. Lyric 2 spoke of salvation for those who 
praise the noman scyppendes (the name of the Creator), and in this lyric it was þin 
agen weorc (l. 113, your own work), which cried for help in the petition. And of 
course, once more, salvation lies in the adoration of the name of God.  
 
The second role which the Word fulfils within the lyric is its becoming flesh. 
John 1: 14 is echoed in ll. 123-124, and thus leads us into the last section of the lyric 
                                                 
462 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 The same 
was in the beginning with God. 3 All things were made by him; and without him was made nothing 
that was made. 4 In him was life, and the life was the light of men; 5 And the light shineth in 
darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it. 6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was 
John. 7 This man came for a witness, to give testimony of the light, that all men might believe through 
him. 8 He was not the light, but was to give testimony of the light. 9 That was the true light, which 
enlighteneth every man that cometh into this world. 10 He was in the world, and the world was made 
by him, and the world knew him not. 11 He came unto his own, and his own received him not. 12 But 
as many as received him, he gave them power to be made the sons of God, to them that believe in his 
name; 13 Who are born, not of blood, nor of the will of the flesh, nor of the will of man, but of God. 
14 And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among us; and we saw his glory, the glory as it were of 
the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth. 
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within the envelope of sendan. This is the realisation of the veni (come) of the 
antiphonal petition. This passage describes how Christ comes to us. 
 
 
                                                God wæs mid us 
gesewen butan synnum;      somod eardedon 
mihtig meotudes bearn       ond se monnes sunu 
geþwære on þeode. 463   (ll. 125-128) 
 
God was among us. This is the etymology of a Hebrew name for God, Emmanuel, 
and thus links this lyric to the next, the only one to take on the antiphonal name and 
then elaborate on its meaning. God wæs mid us however also provides the frame for 
the above mentioned passage, a definition of the two natures of Jesus Christ. He is 
mihtig meotudes bearn (mighty Child of God), first of all in the sense of the Creed, 
Son of God, co-substantial, co-eternal, the ray of the sun. God, manifested through 
Christ among us, on þeode. Within a single person both divine and human, the Child 
of God and the son of man, the Word became flesh. And God was with us, also 
because he took on flesh and thus became one of us. And here lies the promise, to all 
those who believe in the name of God, that they too, sons of men as they are, can 
become children of God, as explained in John 1:13: qui non ex sanguinibus neque ex 
voluntate carnis neque ex voluntate viri sed ex Deo nati sunt (born not of natural 
descent, nor of human decision or a husband’s will, but born of God.) For this we 
may thank God, the sigedryhten (victory-lord, l. 129), victorious in the salvation of 
our souls and Lord over our victory over the shadow of death.  
                                                 
463 ‘God was among us, seen without sins. Together have lived the mighty child of the Ruler and the 
Son of man among people.’ 
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5.4. Lyric VI : O Emmanuel 
 
O Emmanuel, Rex et Legifer noster, exspectatio gentium et salvator earum : veni ad 
salvandum nos, Dominus Deus noster.464 
 
Lyric VI, inspired by the third of the Great Advent O’s, is of special interest for 
the study of names for God. Passages such as the ending of Lyric II emphasize the 
importance of the praise of the name of God for salvation. This discussion of the 
Lyrics as a whole has demonstrated the richness of the imagery and theological depth 
of the names employed, central to the development of the lyrics discussed. Lyric VI, 
however, is all about the name. The opening passage of the poem most explicitly 
details the value of names and their etymologies regarding the expression of 
doctrine: 
 
Eala gæsta god,       hu þu gleawlice 
mid noman ryhte      nemned wære 
Emmanuhel,      swa hit engel gecwæð 
ærest on Ebresc.      þæt is eft gereht, 
rume bi gerynum:  “Nu is rodera weard, 
god sylfa mid us.”465 (ll. 130-135) 
 
The theme of the lyric is very clearly stated in the alliterating repetition of noman in 
the verbal nemnan. Naming here can apply to the establishment of the right name and 
the act of calling upon the nominee through that name. Both Campbell and Burgert 
point out that not Gabriel, but Isaiah is the first to use the name Emmanuel in 
Hebrew. 466 This could, of course, be a mistake on the poet’s part, as Campbell and 
                                                 
464 ‘O Emmanuel, our King and Lawgiver, Expectation of the peoples of the earth and their Saviour: O 
Lord, our God, come to save us.’ 
465 O God of Souls, how you wisely with the right name were named Emmanuel, as the angel said first 
in Hebrew. That is thereafter interpreted, open from the mystery: “Now is the guardian of the heavens, 
God himself with us.” 
466 Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 90, and Burgert, The Dependence of 'Christ' upon the 
Antiphonary, p. 87. 
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Burgert suggest. The poet has however shown an extensive knowledge of sources 
and the wider context of both his own imagery and that of the antiphons. A simple 
copying of a mistake from an antiphonary or confusion among antiphons as well as 
such a blatant misplacement on the part of the poet himself therefore all seem to me 
highly unlikely. If we accept the formulation of the Old English passage as intended 
and conscious, the mentioning of the angel coincides with the quotation of the 
etymology of Emmanuel as citation from Matt.1:23 rather than Isaiah, 7:14.  
 
The allusion to Gabriel’s announcement and explanation of the etymology to 
Joseph in Matthew of course bears special emphasis, if we consider that the next 
lyric is concerned with Joseph’s confusion on how to react to Mary’s pregnancy. 
Gabriel’s announcement is the answer to this confusion. If we return to the concern 
of this study, the angel as first utterer of this name is significant, intentional or not, as 
it emphasises that Emmanuel, this ‘right’ name for God is special. It was introduced 
and expounded by a messenger of God himself. The name bears significant 
theological truth, and is itself a key to disclose the hidden mystery of the nature of 
God incarnate. This name for God clearly not only has meaning but functions as a 
portal through which understanding of deeper and less accessible truth can be gained. 
The angel discloses another etymology in Matthew 1:23-25, that of Jesus. Gabriel 
commands Joseph to name the child Jesus because ipse enim salvum faciet populum 
suum a peccatis eorum.467 This etymology seems to have been of particular 
importance to Old English poets. I have mentioned in the introduction that – with one 
exception -the grapheme Jesus does not appear within the Old English poetic corpus. 
It is always translated into a term for Saviour, either as hælend, as in hælend Crist 
                                                 
467 Matt 1:21 ‘for he shall save his people from their sins’.  
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within Lyrics VIII and X, or as Crist nergende, for example in line 157 of this 
lyric.468 
 
Lyric VI is all about names in more than one way. While the lyric follows the 
antiphonal source in form and surface content, it revolves in its entirety around two 
etymologies: Emmanuel and Melchisedech. The former is emphasised, as the first 
epithet of the antiphon, and such stress is laid on the definition of its etymology that 
Campbell can call its beginning “breathless”.469 This emphasis and the fact that all 
additional (prose) occurrences of Emmanuel in Old English are translated as god mid 
us, points towards a focus on created time and earth as setting.470 The addition of 
rodera weard (Guardian of the heavens) at this point is therefore unusual. The reason 
for this inclusion is not directly evident. Rodera weard is a common formula, and 
combinations of [heaven] weard even more so. The heavenly authority is also 
stressed in various other epithets of this lyric, and Christ is of course asked for 
protection and salvation in the petition. Emmanuel thus designates a God who has 
descended from heaven, over which he has protective authority, to be himself with 
us, mankind. 
 
Christ was addressed directly for this etymological excursus. Now follows a 
commentary on the truthfulness of the prophecies of Christ’s coming, which includes 
allusions to the remaining epithets of the antiphon. Rex and legifer noster are 
introduced directly in lines 136-137.  The source of the Latin epithets is another 
                                                 
468 Reasons for this could be that the etymology of Jesus as saviour might have been less well known 
or more important than that of Christ, the anointed one. It could also simply be that ‘I’ is difficult to 
alliterate to.  
469 Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 20. 
470 An example for a further occurrence of Emmanuel including the etymology is in Ælfric’s homily 
on the birth of the Lord in the second series. M. Godden, ed., Ælfric's Catholic Homilies: The Second 
Series: Text (Oxford, 1979), p. 7.  
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Isaiah passage, as the entire antiphon is taken from various parts of Isaiah, in this 
case 33:22 Dominus enim iudex noster Dominus legifer noster Dominus rex noster 
ipse salvabit nos. 471 The OE poet is placing the epithets ealra cyninga cyning (king 
of all kings, l. 136) and clænan sacerd (pure priest, ll. 136-7) at the corresponding 
positions in his lyric, and makes them the object of the prophecies truthfully foretold. 
In both cases, the personal and intimate ‘noster’ of the antiphon and its source is 
dropped, and the epithet for ‘rex’ is enhanced through the Hebraic superlative in 
cyninga cyning. This formation of a superlative using the same word as comparative, 
as in king of kings, lord of lords, etc. expresses the enhancement and greatness of the 
subject itself. Christ is the Greatest of kings in many ways, for example in the 
eternity of his reign as well as the all-encompassing nature of his rule.472 In this 
respect, the epithet can also be understood literally. Christ is truly the king of all 
other kings, including Satan, who function as sub-kings to his rule. The substitution 
of sacerd for legifer needs more explanation and finds its answer in the punning on 
the nominee of the Old English passage. The key to the understanding of this passage 
is the naming of Melchisedech, a type of Christ, as is generally acknowledged by the 
editors of the poem. For the most detailed discussion of the role of Melchisedech in 
typology as well as this poem specifically, please turn to Burlin.473 Melchisedech 
originally appears in Genesis 14:18-20: 
 
18 at vero Melchisedech rex Salem proferens panem et vinum erat enim 
sacerdos Dei altissimi 19 benedixit ei et ait benedictus Abram Deo 
                                                 
471 ‘For the Lord is our judge, the Lord is our lawmaker, the Lord is our king: he will save us.’ 
472 This is a commonplace and many times expressed. Fitting in the circumstances of these lyrics, one 
might sight one of the passages using the epithet in another meditative poem, namely Rabanus Maurus 
’De Laudibus Sanctae Crucis’: Rex regum in aeternum regnans, et omnia regna dicione propria 
gubernans (King of Kings, reigning in eternity, and ruling all kingdoms through right authority). Liber 
II, Cap. 20, Rabanus Maurus, In Honorem Sanctae Crucis, ed. Michel Perrin, CCCM 10-100A, 2 vols. 
(Turnhout, 1997), p. 268. It finds its origin in three biblical passages: 1 Tim 6:15, Rev 17:14 and Rev 
19:16. All passages use rex regum alongsdie dominus dominatium (or dominorum) to express the 
almighty character of Christ’s rule. This designation clearly addresses the second person of the trinity. 
473 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent', pp. 10-14 and 108-09. 
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excelso qui creavit caelum et terram 20 et benedictus Deus excelsus quo 
protegente hostes in manibus tuis sunt et dedit ei decimas ex omnibus474 
 
He also plays a more substantial role in Hebrews, which generally draws on a verse 
of Psalm 109 in the context of Jesus as High Priest. Tu es sacerdos in aeternum 
secundum ordinem Melchisedech. Hebrews 7:1-3 then explains in detail the parallels 
of Christ and Melchisedech.  
 
1 hic enim Melchisedech rex Salem sacerdos Dei summi qui obviavit 
Abrahae regresso a caede regum et benedixit ei 2 cui decimas omnium 
divisit Abraham primum quidem qui interpretatur rex iustitiae deinde 
autem et rex Salem quod est rex pacis 3 sine patre sine matre sine 
genealogia neque initium dierum neque finem vitae habens adsimilatus 
autem Filio Dei manet sacerdos in perpetuum475 
 
There are various parallels that make Melchisedech a type for Christ, and thus 
align their joint high priesthood and kingship. Both are priests not of the house of 
Levi (i.e. after Melchisedech, not Aaron). The genealogy of Melchisedech is also 
unknown, thus also a ‘geryne’ (mystery). When Abraham comes, Melchisedech 
blesses him and demonstrates in this way that he is greater than Abraham. 
Melchisedech comes with bread and wine, a type for the Eucharist. And of course, 
there is the etymology of the name itself: the king of justice, and the king of peace. 
The true king of justice and peace of course is Christ. 
 
The Old English poet plays with these parallels between Melchisedech and 
Christ by using designations in this passage which can apply to both.  
                                                 
474 ‘18 But Melchisedech the king of Salem, bringing forth bread and wine, for he was the priest of 
the most high God, 19 Blessed him, and said: Blessed be Abram by the most high God, who created 
heaven and earth. 20 And blessed be the most high God, by whose protection the enemies are in thy 
hands. And he gave him the tithes of all.’ 
475 ‘1 For this Melchisedech was king of Salem, priest of the most high God, who met Abraham 
returning from the slaughter of the kings, and blessed him; 2 To whom also Abraham divided the 
tithes of all: who first indeed by interpretation, is king of justice; and then also king of Salem, that is, 
king of peace; 3 Without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days 
nor end of life, but likened unto the Son of God, continueth a priest for ever. 
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      Swa þæt gomele gefyrn 
   ealra cyninga cyning         ond þone clænan eac  
sacerd soðlice       sægdon toweard, 
swa se mæra iu,        Melchisedech, 
   gleaw in gæste        godþrym onwrah 
   eces alwaldan.      Se wæs æ bringend, 
   lara lædend,      þam longe his 
   hyhtan hidercyme,    swa him gehaten wæs, 
   þætte sunu meotudes sylfa wolde, 
   gefælsian      foldan mægðe, 
   swylce grundas eac      gæstes mægne 
   siþe gesecan.476   (ll. 135-146) 
 
The name Melchisedech, in its etymological sense as ‘king of justice’, combines the 
meaning of the two Latin epithets rex and legifer in itself. We can read the passage 
above from the perspective of the priest-king of Genesis. The swa…swa partition 
would then separate the scriptural narration of Melchisedech from their real 
expression in his actions. He would be the greatest king (ealra cyninga cyning, l. 
136) though here as Hebraic superlative meaning very great. He also is the high 
priest, about whom it is said in Genesis how he revealed the divine glory (godþrym, 
l. 139) of his God, the eternal Ruler of all (eces alwaldan, l. 140). He did so through 
his actions. The priest also funtions as the guardian of divine law (æ bringend/law-
bringer, l. 140) and the interpreter of divine knowledge (lara lædend/guide to 
wisdom, l. 141). But then this reading stumbles when we come to the inclusion of the 
Old English parallel to the Latin expectatio gentium epithet. For it is not the Old 
Testament figure whose coming has long been hoped for. And truly, directly 
                                                 
476 ‘As those prophets of old said about the king of all kings and also truly about that pure priest, so 
the great one of old, Melchisedech, wise in spirit revealed the divine glory of the eternal ruler of all. 
He was law bringing, a guide to wisdom, to those who long had hoped for his coming hither, as was 
promised them, that the son of the ruler himself would cleanse the peoples of the earth, and would 
also search the depths through the might of the spirit on his journey/in his death.’ 
5.4. Lyric VI : O Emmanuel  
 204 
afterwards the riddle is solved and the subject is named: sunu meotudes (Son of the 
Ruler, l.143), Christ. Should we then have read the passage with Christ as subject? 
He truly is the King of all kings in heaven, earth and below. He is also High-Priest, 
as Paul has demonstrated in the Epistle to the Hebrews. This has by the time of the 
composition of the lyric become absolute commonplace. The law this Priest brings is 
the new covenant, the New Testament, the new law, all of which are æ.477 Christ is 
the one whose coming is hopefully awaited. The swa…swa passage now is one of 
double foretelling. Just as the prophets (such as Isaiah) have shown in writing, so 
Melchisedech has foretold in action, as type of Christ. The name Melchisedech 
occupies an ambiguous place, because it itself functions as an expression of the type. 
Melchisedech the name of the man is connected to the truth it is shadow of (through 
etymology), to the true the King of justice and peace, Christ. The human name is a 
shadow of the divine name. And though it strictly speaking is not a name for God, it 
still functions as a portal to the context of Christ as Priest-King of justice and peace.  
 
The final part of the lyric contains the petition. The petition, however, 
promotes an urgency that is lacking in the antiphon. It is dramatised, spoken by those 
bound and tormented, waiting for the coming of the promised saviour. It also for the 
first time not only speaks of the chains and prison in darkness, but introduces the 
dungeon keeper himself, the awyrgda, the cursed one, the devil (l. 158). We here 
have an enemy from which we have to be saved, and the fight over our souls comes 
to a climactic intensity in the next lyric concerned with a name for God, Lyric VIII. 
 
Before we move on to Lyric VIII, the question remains of how these two 
diverse parts join together. The key to this riddle will become clearer if we take a 
                                                 
477 See Hebrews 8:1-14 for Christ, the High-Priest exchanging the Old Law for a New Testament. 
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look at a name for God thus far ignored in the discussion of this lyric, the prominent 
first one called upon: eala gæsta god. (God of souls, l. 130)  
Thus far, the first epithet of the lyrics has always proven to have significance 
for the general theme of the poem, even if hidden as in the case of reccend (ruler 
/unfolder of meaning). What then is the relevance of gæsta god for Emmanuel, rex, 
legifer noster, or the rest of the lyric? There is no equivalent to this epithet in the 
Bible or in Old English, though the formula gæsta x as epithet for God is found in 
multiple forms. One of these epithets (though found in prose not verse), does have a 
source in the Bible, here quoted from Hebrews 12:9 in the Old English Cura 
Pastoralis, Chapter thirty-four: Hu micle suiðor sculon we ðonne beon gehiersume 
ðæm ðe ure gæsta Fæder bið wið ðæm ðæt we moten libban on ecnesse.478 The 
Father thus is the Source of our souls and the Master of their fate. Though Father, 
this designation alludes to Christ, a fact which seems to have caused uneasiness to 
the homilist of Vercelli Homily X, who changed the Latin pater omnium spirituum 
(Father of all spirits) into ealra gasta nerigend (Saviour of all spirits).479 The most 
explicit passage (and most relevant in this context) also stems from Paul, this time 
from Romans 8:6-11: 
6 nam prudentia carnis mors prudentia autem Spiritus vita et pax 7 
quoniam sapientia carnis inimicitia est in Deum legi enim Dei non 
subicitur nec enim potest 8 qui autem in carne sunt Deo placere non 
possunt 9 vos autem in carne non estis sed in Spiritu si tamen Spiritus 
Dei habitat in vobis si quis autem Spiritum Christi non habet hic non est 
eius 10 si autem Christus in vobis est corpus quidem mortuum est propter 
peccatum spiritus vero vita propter iustificationem 11 quod si Spiritus 
eius qui suscitavit Iesum a mortuis habitat in vobis qui suscitavit Iesum 
Christum a mortuis vivificabit et mortalia corpora vestra propter 
inhabitantem Spiritum eius in vobis 480 
                                                 
478 Alfred, King Alfred's West-Saxon Version of Gregory's Pastoral Care, ed. Henry Sweet, EETS 45-
50, 2 vols. (London, 1871), repr. 1958, p. 255. 
479 Wright, ‘Vercelli XV and the Apocalypse of Thomas’. 
480 6 For the wisdom of the flesh is death; but the wisdom of the spirit is life and peace. 7 Because the 
wisdom of the flesh is an enemy to God; for it is not subject to the law of God; neither can it be. 8 
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This once more is the exchange of one law for another, the choice between the 
law of the flesh, leading to death and destruction, and the law of the spirit, leading to 
eternal life. Not only is God the Creator and ruler over all spirits, the Spirit of Christ 
also lives within those who put their faith in the spirit. The death and resurrection of 
his humanity enabled the salvation of all others. Within the Old English lyric, 
another epithet for God links to the gæsta god: the gæst of line 145, through whose 
might Christ has sought the depths. This allusion is reminiscent of 1 Peter 3:18-19, 
where it is explained that Christ died in the flesh, but came to life in the spirit in 
order to save those spirits waiting in prison. Just as in Romans 10:7, he searched 
these depths, and he did this in or on a siþe (l. 146). This can mean journey, but also 
death.  
 
Through Christ’s death and his harrowing of hell, we are bought free. The last 
words before the petition are indeed typical for a harrowing of hell. The petitioners 
bidon in bendum (waited in chains, l. 147) for Christ’s search in the depths for those 
tormented and miserable. The language of law and justice is prevalent throughout 
Romans as well as the lyric. The reason for this, next to the exchange of the New 
Law of Grace for the Old Law, can be found in the mode of redemption and the ius 
diaboli, the rights of the devil. Though mainly focussing on later medieval literature, 
C.W. Marx offers a good discussion of the early medieval view of the devil’s rights 
in his book on those rights.481 In short, humanity’s act of disobedience and sin 
                                                                                                                                          
And they who are in the flesh cannot please God. 9 But you are not in the flesh, but in the spirit, if so 
be that the Spirit of God dwell in you. Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is none of his. 
10 And, if Christ be in you, the body indeed is dead, because of sin; but the spirit liveth, because of 
justification. 11 And if the Spirit of him that raised up Jesus from the dead, dwell in you; he that 
raised up Jesus Christ from the dead shall quicken also your mortal bodies, because of his Spirit that 
dwelleth in you. 
481 C. W. Marx, The Devil's Rights and the Redemption in the Literature of Medieval England 
(Cambridge, 1995). Marx largely draws on Augustine of Hippo’s commentary on the devil’s rights 
and redemption in Augustine, De Trinitate Libri XV, ed. W.J. Mountain and Fr. Glorie, CCSL 50-
50A, 2 vols. (Turnhout, 1968), which also makes great use of the cited passage from Romans 8:1-12. 
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through Adam and Eve’s eating of the apple removed them from God, and the void 
left by God was occupied by the devil. The souls of the dead before Christ therefore 
are the devil’s, because of sin.  The devil still remains under the authority of God, is 
only his sub-king, and he could take possession of mankind only with divine 
acceptance. God could just as easily have used his authority and power to take 
mankind away from the devil again. But he chose to take the path of justice, as an 
example to humanity on how to fight the devil. For this reason the Lord was made 
man, and in Jesus lived a sinless life. When Satan, greedy and not perceiving the true 
nature of Christ, furthered the death of a man without sin in him, he performed an 
injustice, since his power over mankind is linked to sin. He thus voided his right to 
mankind. Christ’s death washed mankind free from sin (he wolde gefælsian foldan 
mægðe, ll. 143-4, he wanted to cleanse the people of the earth) and severed their 
chains to the devil. Again, a new law takes the place of an old one.  
Hints towards this interpretation are easily found in the lyric. The people 
awaiting salvation from heofones heahcyning (High-King of heaven, l. 150) – which 
we have found connected to the covenant, the contract binding God to man – are 
classifying themselves as witeþeow (l. 151). Witeþeow describes someone who has 
been condemned to slavery for a crime, and apart from this instance only occurs in 
laws and charters. The legal language fits the legal case drawn against Satan in the 
quest for human souls, and the crime committed is the Original and any other sin 
which lead the souls of men under the power of the Devil. The establishment of 
Christ as King and Lawgiver among us, developed in the first half of the poem, here 
gains immediate importance. The battle is legal, but only through the choice of God. 
No wonder then, that the last epithets of the lyric reflect God’s power and authority. 
Though clearly aware of the judicial element in the history of redemption, the 
petitioners appeal to the authority of Christ for their salvation:  
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     ac þu miltse on us 
   gecyð cynelice,     Crist nergende, 
   wuldres æþeling,     ne læt awyrgde ofer us 
   onwald agan.482 (ll. 156-159) 
 
Charles D. Wright, in his article on the miltse of Moses, demonstrates how this word 
can express both Christian meekness and the royal virtue of magnamity.483 He points 
out how milde often accompanies terms for God or Christ in particular as Sovereign. 
Our passage here is one of those occasions. That the royal virtue is meant is 
unmistakably asserted by the addition of the adverb cynelice (royally, l. 157). His 
royal grace is asked of the Annointed one whose nature it is to save, the Crist 
nergende (Christ Saviour, l. 157), the Son of God and Authority in heaven / glory. 
Æþeling (Prince, l. 158) here wonderfully expresses the royal nature of Christ while 
also alluding to his sonship. Calling Christ an æþeling does not interfere with his 
kingship, as the case of Edward, son of Alfred, shows. He was still an æþeling, son 
of royal blood, when he co-signed a charter with his father, both signing as rex.484 Be 
it co-king, sub-king, or only king, the petitioners here appeal to his royal grace and 
his authority in power over them to release them from the grasp of the Devil. And of 
course, it is once more the work of his own hands that appeals. These last few lines 
of the petition offer another fine example of wordplay around the term wuldor: 
 
Læf us ecne gefean 
wuldres þines,      þæt þec weorðien, 
weoroda wuldorcyning,   þa þu geworhtes ær 
hondum þinum.    þu in heannissum 
                                                 
482 But make known your mercy to us royally, saving Christ, prince of glory/heaven, don’t let that 
cursed one possess ruling power over us.  
483 C. D. Wright, 'Moses, Manna Mildost', N&Q 31:4 (1984): 440-3.  
484 See Charter S 350, where both Alfred and Edward sign as rex, and also the discussion of joint 
kingship in chapter three. 
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wunast wideferh     mid waldend fæder.485 (ll. 159-163) 
 
The wuldorcyning in this instance clearly seems to be the King of Glory, or Glorious 
King, since it reflects the wuldres of the preceding line, the gladness of which is 
petitioned for. The close verbal repetition functions as signal, similar to the repetition 
of noma at the beginning of the lyric. The gladness is asked for by them whom he 
has geworhte (worked, created) in order to weorðien (worship) him. Wuldor as 
metonym for heaven coincides with the heights in which our king lives with the 
ruling father, in joint authority. Weoroda also points to this, as the hosts more 
frequently represent those of the heavens, but also links to the worshippers through 
its orthographic and acoustic closeness. As a whole, the passage is reminiscent of the 
time when men and angels will sing the glory of God together in heaven, as they are 
already joined in the Gloria at mass, and the moment of the Eucharist.  
 
5.5. Lyric VIII: O Rex Pacifice 
 
A dialogue between Mary and Joseph in Lyric VII separates the O Emmanuel 
lyric and the O Rex pacifice one. We have seen in earlier lyrics how the poet weaves 
connecting strands between the individual lyrics, even across lyrics. Lyrics VI and 
VIII, neighbours in addressing Christ, are no exception as will become apparent 
throughout this discussion. Burlin also refers to one of the running themes 
connecting Lyrics V and VIII when he introduces the latter: 
 
Once again, as in the Oriens section, the poem takes a swing upward to 
the perspective of eternity. Taking a cue from the phrase, ‘Tu ante 
saecula nate,’ it returns to the high theological considerations which had 
also characterized the earlier passage, but the issues are viewed now from 
                                                 
485 ‘Leave us the eternal gladness of your glory, so that we may worship you, Glory-King of hosts, 
whom you worked long ago with your hands. You live in the heights always with the ruling Father.’ 
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the very confines of created time. The theme once again is the eternal 
generation of the Son from the Father.486 
 
Indeed, where Lyric V switched from an eternal perspective to an historical one 
within the narration, Lyric VIII, though concerned with the eternal, finds a firm 
footing within historical time. In fact, it is the understanding of eternity sub specie 
historiae which forms a major strand within this poem. Before delving into the 
treatment of this perspective however, the poet sets the theme of the lyric in a five-
line proem: 
 
Eala þu soða       ond þu sibsuma 
ealra cyninga cyning,       Crist ælmihtig,  
hu þu ær wære        eallum geworden 
worulde þrymmum      mid þinne wuldorfæder 
cild acenned    þurh his cræft ond meaht!487 (ll. 214-218) 
  
This section draws upon the first two designations found in the antiphon:  
 
O Rex pacifice, tu ante saecula nate, per auream egredere portam: 
redemptos tuos visita et eos illuc revoca unde ruerunt per culpam.488 
 
The þu soða ond þu sibsuma ealra cyninga cyning (ll.214/5, you just and you 
peaceful King of all kings) and what I believe should be considered as its extension, 
Crist ælmihtig (l. 215, Christ almighty), are a translation of context rather than a 
literal translation of the rex pacifice of the antiphon. Neither this epithet nor the 
                                                 
486 Burlin, The Old English 'Advent' , p. 132. 
487 Oh you just and you peaceful king of all kings, Christ, almighty, how you were before all created 
glories of the world, with your Glory/Heaven-Father, child begotten through his craft and might.  
488 ‘O King of Peace, you who were born before the ages: come forth through the golden gate, visit 
those you have redeemed, and summon them back to that place from which they rushed headlong 
through sin.’ This is the first antiphon addressing Christ within this group which is not part of 
Gregory’s Great Advent O’s. It seems to have been ‘restricted to purely monastic use’ (Burgert, The 
Dependence of 'Christ' upon the Antiphonary , p. 73), though it there takes its place among the Advent 
Antiphons. Most likely an additional ‘O’, Burgert argues for its use ‘in the service ad crucem 
following the solemn Vespers on December 24, or some other time on the Vigil of Christmas’ 
(Burgert, The Dependence of 'Christ' upon the Antiphonary , p.74) as a possibility. Pointing to such a 
use is the rex pacificus (King of peace) designation which seems to address the underlying theme of 
the antiphons of the Vesper service. 
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antiphon as a whole have a direct biblical source. Interestingly, the only use of the 
expression rex pacis in Scripture is in the etymology for Melchisedech’s title, rex 
Salem. The context I was referring to earlier can be found in Isaiah: 
 
6 parvulus enim natus est nobis filius datus est nobis et factus est 
principatus super umerum eius et vocabitur nomen eius Admirabilis 
consiliarius Deus fortis Pater futuri saeculi Princeps pacis 7 
multiplicabitur eius imperium et pacis non erit finis super solium David 
et super regnum eius ut confirmet illud et corroboret in iudicio et iustitia 
amodo et usque in sempiternum zelus Domini exercituum faciet hoc489 
 
It is no surprise therefore, that rex pacifice should be so prominent in the liturgy of 
the Christmas Vigil.490 The passage is one of the central messianic prophecies and 
central to the Advent lyrics as a whole and to VIII particularly in different ways. The 
passage identifies Christ as the Prince of peace.491 In his commentary on Isaiah, 
Jerome places great emphasis on the reading of the six names given in the Bible 
passage. While reading admirabilis, consilarius, deus and fortis as simplexes, due to 
their Hebraic use and etymology, he understands pater futuri saeculi and princeps 
pacis as compound terms, due to their use in the vocatio and, in the case of the Prince 
of Peace, in John 14:27 and by Paul in Eph 2:14. Christ here is King and Prince of 
peace, because he gives his peace to those who love and follow him. He is the peace 
of those who place their faith in him. Through his blood, Christ has brought salvation 
to the faithful of both the house of Israel and the Gentiles. The peace established is 
the new peace with God for the members of the Kingdom of God – through Christ 
                                                 
489 Isaiah 9:6-7. (My Italics) 6 For a child is born to us, and a son is given to us, and the government 
is upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called, Wonderful, Counselor, God the Mighty, the Father 
of the world to come, the Prince of Peace. 7 His empire shall be multiplied, and there shall be no end 
of peace. He shall sit upon the throne of David, and upon his kingdom: to establish it and strengthen it 
with judgment and with justice, from henceforth and for ever. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will 
perform this. 
490 I am here referring to Burgert’s argument and list, mentioned in the footnotes above. – There is 
also a tradition that links the pax augusti, the world-peace under emperor Augustus, with the birth of 
Christ. For a discussion of the pax, especially as expressed in Vercelli homilies V and VI, see J. E. 
Cross, 'Portents and Events at Christ's Birth: Comments on Vercelli V and VI and the Old English 
Martyrology', ASE 2 (1973): 209-20. 
491 This passage is the basis for Händel’s Messiah, for example. 
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alone. This kingdom of salvation is enlarged and made peaceful through the 
judgement and justice of Christ, as Isaiah 9:6 has already shown. And this is called 
upon in the first appellations of Lyric VIII, þu soða ond þu sibsuma ealra cyninga 
cyning, Crist ælmihtig (ll. 214-5, you just and peaceful King of all kings, Christ, 
almighty). Only one has the power to lead to salvation, the Messiah, Christ. And he 
does so through his justice and within his peace, he who is King over the greatest of 
kingdoms, that of God. The peace established is not only that with God, as Jerome 
shows in his commentary on Isaiah.492 It is the devil who is conquered and the peace 
brought to men is also the deliberation from his oppression, from imprisonment in 
the shadow of death. The kingdom gained by Christ wearing the cross on his 
shoulders is that of eternal life.493  
 
While the first part of the proem focused on the nativity of Christ into this 
world, the second part, based on the tu ante saecula nate (you born before the ages) 
of the antiphon, expresses the generation of Christ outside of time, before all created 
things.494 By now an acquaintance throughout the lyrics, the choice of wuldorfæder 
(l. 217) for the Father allows a pun to emphasize this contrast, similar to the one 
discussed in Lyric I. If we read wuldor as heaven, the temporal separation between 
God/Christ and creation is conjoined with a spatial one, between heaven and the 
world. This understanding is echoed in line 222, where the father is called rodera 
weard (Guardian of the heavens) in the same context. Wuldor, however, also means 
                                                 
492 Jerome, Commentaires de Jerome sur le Prophete Isaie: Introduction, Livres I-IV, ed. R. Gryson 
and P.-A. Deproost, Vetus Latina. Aus der Geschichte der lateinischen Bibel, 23, 27 (Freiburg, 1993), 
p. 392. 
493 Is 9:2:  Populus, qui ambulabat in tenebri, vidit lucem magnam habitantibus in regione umbrae 
mortis lux orta est eis. ‘The people that walked in darkness have seen a great light: to them that dwelt 
in the region of the shadow of death, light is risen.’ 
494 1 Cor 2:7 sed loquimur Dei sapientiam in mysterio quae abscondita est quam praedestinavit Deus 
ante saecula in gloriam nostram  ‘But we speak the wisdom of God in a mystery, a wisdom which is 
hidden, which God ordained before the world, unto our glory.’  
See also the Nicene Creed: ex Patre natum ante omnia saecula ‘begotten of the Father before all 
ages’. 
5.5. Lyric VIII: O Rex Pacifice  
 213 
‘glory’. Juxtaposed with the worulde þrymmum (l. 217, ‘glories of the world’), 
wuldorfæder reminds us of the Author of all glory.  
 
The proem calls upon both the generation of Christ outside history and his 
nativity into it. The address, directed at Christ born to us, rings with amazement over 
the generation of the son outside time, almost like an expression of wonderment 
similar to that described in Lyric 1. Nativity and generation, and mankind’s struggle 
with the understanding of this mystery, concern the following main part of the poem. 
Let us first look at lines 219-235. This passage itself can be split into two parts. Lines 
219-223 comment upon man’s lack of ability to comprehend the generation of the 
son outside history. According to this passage, no secg searoþoncol (l. 220, wise 
man, an enigmatic term) can explain the mystery of how the ‘Guardian of the 
heavens’ (l. 222) took Christ as his Son and Prince, his freobearn (l. 223, ‘noble-
child’). The choice of epithets for God reflects once more the functions called upon 
in the proem and reminds us of the royalty of Christ.  
Having expressed the unknown and unknowable, the poet now turns to that 
which, revealed and known, þe her þeoda cynn gefrungen mid folcum æt fruman 
ærest geworden under wolcnum (ll. 224-226, ‘mankind has learned among people, 
that which first was brought into being under the clouds’): the creation of light and 
its separation from darkness. 
What follows is a retelling of Genesis 1, the creation of light, ‘with allusion to 
John I:1-4,’ as Cook says, ‘to emphasize that Christ was then already in existence.’495 
Indeed, the narration of the first thing within history strengthens the perspective of 
Christ’s generation outside time. As Thomas D. Hill demonstrates in an article on 
this passage, the mystery of the generation of Christ is the main concern of the 
                                                 
495 Cook, The Christ of Cynewulf , p. 101. 
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poem.496 While this itself lies outside understanding, ‘according to patristic exegesis 
this mystery is manifested in the first few chapters of Genesis.’497 Hill makes a case 
for the currency of the interpretation of Fiat lux as ‘manifestation of the lux vera, 
Christ, the Word by whom all things were made.’498 Especially the second part of 
this passage supports this view: 
   Nu sie geworden forþ     a to widan feore 
   leoht, lixende gefea,      lifrendra gehwam 
   þe in cneorissum     cende weorðen.’ 
   Ond þa sona gelomp,    þa hit swa sceolde, 
   leoma leohtade     leoda mægþum, 
   torht mid tunglum,   æfter þon tida bigong.499 (ll. 230-235) 
 
The imagery of Christ as light, and the solar model as expression of the Trinity, as 
well as Christ the Saviour bringing the light of salvation to mankind sitting in the 
darkness of sin and death, have been central strands throughout most of these lyrics. 
The half-line torht x tungol only appears twice in the entire corpus, here and in line 
107, within the Oriens Lyric. Even the stress on the future generation of the living 
for whose benefit the light is created has its place firmly within the soteriology 
expressed in these lyrics. Just as the rest of this passage, it is simultaneously 
explicable as type for Christ and as the literal light created in Genesis.  
 
Hill concludes: 
The point of the digression on the creation of light, then, is that the poet 
is in effect answering the question he has raised concerning the 
generation of Christ from the Father, by paraphrasing a biblical verse in 
which the commentators found a representation of this mystery. For in 
terms of this tradition of commentary, God’s creation of light by uttering 
                                                 
496 T. D. Hill, ''Fiat Lux' and the Generation of the Son: Christ I, 214-48', N&Q 16 (1969): 246-48. 
497 Ibid., p. 247. 
498 Ibid. 
499 ‘Now let there be made henceforth, always and forever, light, shining joy, for living beings who in 
generations may come to be born.’ And then immediately it happened, as it was supposed to, light 
enlightened the races of men, bright with the stars, after the nature of time. 
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the words, Fiat lux, is in effect a representation of the generation of the 
Word from the Father.’500 
 
There is a third interpretation for this passage, drawn from a view which 
Augustine expresses in his De Civitate Dei, based upon a reading of the division of 
light from darkness by God within Genesis. 501 As I have discussed in the previous 
chapter, this does not only apply to the separation of night and day, but also to that of 
the fallen angels from those remaining in the divine light. Essentially creatures of the 
light, Lucifer and his followers had turned from the light of truth and thus into 
darkness.502  
 
If we return to Lyric VIII, we see that the first thing listed as knowable to man 
is not the creation of light, but the separation of light and darkness: 
 
      þæt witig god, 
   lifes ordfruma,     leoht ond þystro 
   gedælde dryhtlice,     ond him wæs domes geweald 
   ond þa wisan abead    weoroda ealdor503 (Christ I, ll. 226-229) 
 
Light and darkness are separated dryhtlice (lordly), by him who has domes geweald 
(power of judgement). These terms recall the soð (just) King of the first designation 
and through it Isaiah 9:1-7. The judgement there separated those to be saved from the 
                                                 
500 Hill, 'Fiat Lux', p. 248. 
501 XI:19. Augustine, De Civitate Dei Contra Paganos,  in Sancti Aurelii Augustini De Civitate Dei, 
Bernard Dombart and Alphons Kalb (eds.), CCSL 47-48 (Turnhout, 1955). For a concise and more 
profound discussion of Augustine’s view, please turn to G. R. Evans, Augustine on Evil (Cambridge, 
1982), pp. 98-111, to whom I owe this Augustinian passage.  
502 The transformation of the Lucifer/Satan and the falling angels from light into darkness at the 
moment of their exclusion from heaven is a prominent theme in the Old English depictions of the fall, 
especially the two Genesis accounts. It is also prominent in other theologies of evil. Similar to 
Augustine, Pseudo-Dionysius for example understands light as the divine and evil as the negation of 
good and the divine, and therefore the absence of light. ‘We say that the surrounding air turns dark 
because of a deficiency, an absence of light. But light itself is always light and illuminates the 
darkness. So too with evil. It is neither in demons nor in us qua evil. What it is actually is a deficiency 
and a lack of the perfection of the inherent virtues.’ The Divine Names, Chapter 4:24 in Pseudo-
Dionysius, The Complete Works, trans. Colm Luibheid (New York, 1987). 
503 ‘That wise God, the Origin of life, lordly separated light and darkness, and his was the power of 
judgement, and the Ruler of hosts declared his purpose:’ 
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oppression of the devil and those who would remain in his clutches. According to 
Augustine’s interpretation, the angelic hosts are the ones separated through 
judgement here. The epithet weoroda ealdor (l. 229, Ruler of hosts) is fitting in this 
sense. We need not look further than Isaiah 9 and the immediate context in the poem 
for an explanation of the epithet lifes ordfruma (l. 227, Origin of life) in this place. 
The prince of peace was freeing those who had walked in the land of the shadow of 
death (9:2), and thus is the source of life for them. Within the lyric, we are of course 
also in the middle of the first moment of creation per se, and the epithet would not 
need any further explanation than this position. Furthermore, God as Creator has of 
course been called upon frequently by his ‘handiwork’ throughout these lyrics. It is 
also inherent in this moment of judgment, for the purpose declared by the Ruler of 
hosts is (also) the bringing forth of the Light of salvation, Christ.  
 
An epithet for God which I have not yet discussed is that of witig god (l. 226, 
wise God), which corresponds to snyttro (l. 239, Wisdom). These epithets recall 1 
Cor 2:7, where the wisdom of God is spoken in mystery. The sapientia (wisdom) 
which is a mystery, which is hidden, the enigma, has two meanings. First, the 
generation of Christ before history remains an enigma, a mystery hidden from all 
within this world, as it is impossible to truly perceive that which is outside. The 
wisdom of 1 Cor 2:7 is also that ‘quam praedestinavit Deus ante saecula’ (‘which 
God ordained before the world’), and therefore Christ, the Word and wisdom through 
whom all things were made.504  I have used the word enigma as further qualifier for 
‘hidden meaning’, in order to emphasize the similarity between the mystery which is 
to be explored here and the unravelling of a riddle. The poet himself gives it the form 
of a riddle. His ‘Creation of light’-Sequence’ is closely connected to a riddle found in 
                                                 
504 For a discussion of the use of Sapientia as Christ in its typological context, please consult Burlin, 
The Old English 'Advent', pp. 132-34. 
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a genre of monastic dialogues and joca monachorum of this genre.505 Hill cites one 
version of this riddle in his argument for the generation of the son expressed in the 
creation-passage: 
Adrianus inquit: Quid primum processit de ore Dei? 
Respondit : Verbum de principio. 
Adrianus : Quid in secundo locutus fuit ?  
Respondit: Fiat lux.506 
 
Two Old English versions of the riddle can be found in the dialogues of the 
Prose Solomon and Saturn and of Adrian and Ritheus.507  The direct speech of God 
voicing his intentions are a further pun on this theme, as the command ‘Fiat Lux’ 
indeed proceeds from God’s mouth as the Word, and light thus is created through the 
word. God himself is “wise”, as he is the only one to understand the mystery of 
Christ’s generation outside history, and he is wise in offering a manifestation of this 
event within this world, a model which mankind can understand and which will 
unfold the mysteries of the unknowable in a transcendable form. Once more God 
needs to unlock the mysteries, as he has already been described to do in Lyric II and 
the Exodus passage discussed by Haines.508 To summarize, the poet uses the form of 
a riddle to demonstrate how the impregnable wisdom can reveal itself in a 
comprehensible form.  
 
As I have already stated at the beginning of this section, the perspective of the 
observer in this poem remains the same. It is the model of Christ’s generation which 
                                                 
505 Suchier collects many of these in his W. Suchier, ed., Das mittelalterliche Gespräch Adrianus und 
Epictitus, nebst verwandten Texten (Tuebingen, 1955). 
506 W. Suchier, ed., Adrianus und Epictitus (Tuebingen, 1955), p. 31. The same passage is quoted in 
Hill, ''Fiat Lux'', p. 248. ‘Adrianus asks: What did first proceed from the mouth of God? [Epictitus] 
answers: At the beginning the word. Adrianus: What was said second? He answers: Let there be light.’ 
507 J. E. Cross and T. D. Hill, eds., The Prose Solomon and Saturn and Adrian and Ritheus (Toronto, 
1982) print not only both texts, but offer an extensive commentary upon it and on further occurrences 
of the individual questions. Our riddle appears in varying forms, with the answers allowing either the 
word, or fiat lux as answers. The indiscriminate use of the one or the other answer however shows that 
both are equally acceptable and were considered as part of one whole.  
508 Haines, 'Unlocking Exodus'. 
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shifts perspective into and out of the sphere of human understanding. The poet, 
however, does not only rely on the use of an enigmatic motif and two epithets for 
God as wisdom to show his use of the riddle as mode of exposition. There are also a 
number of similarities between the language of riddles and that at the beginning of 
this passage. Already the first riddle of the Exeter Book asks whether there is one 
person wise enough to explain the riddle. The secg searoþoncol (Chr I, l. 220, ‘wise 
man’) finds his counterpart in Riddle 35, which challenges the reader to guess the 
answer. I would also count areccan mid ryhte (Chr I, l. 222, explain rightfully) in 
this category, even though it is not used in the Exeter Book Riddles themselves. It 
nevertheless stresses the fact that here is a mystery, an enigma that no one can solve, 
an exegesis no-one can grasp. This enigmatic language is not confined to riddles in a 
classical sense, but prevails throughout Old English poetry in context of the relation 
of wisdom and the unfolding of mystery.509 To name but one example: The Order of 
the World, once more in the Exeter Book, plays strongly on what can and what 
cannot be known – within a narration of the Creation. 
 
Line 241 begins once more from the top. This passage and the beginning of 
Riddle 1 are clearly related: 
 
Lyric VIII       Riddle 1 
Forþon nis ænig þæs horsc,   ne þæs hygecreaftig         Hwylc is hæleþa þæs horsc   ond þæs  
       hygecræftig 
þe þin fromcyn mæge      fira bearnum     þæt þæt mæge asecgan,510  (ll. 1-2) 
sweotule geseþan.511 (ll. 241-243) 
   
                                                 
509 T. A. Shippey, Poems of Wisdom and Learning in Old English (Cambridge, 1976) discusses some 
of these points, though he does not mention the relevance of this theme to the problem of the 
intranscendable and incomprehensible nature of God apart from his manifestation in and within 
Creation. 
510 ‘Is there any of men that enlightened and that wise, that he may explain this,’ 
511 ‘For there is no one of the children of men that enlightened, nor that wise, that he might clearly 
trace your ancestry. ‘ 
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Once more, it is the generation of the son from the father outside history which 
cannot be understood by any child of men. Once more it is the term areccan (l. 247, 
‘explain’), which points to a specification of the problem. It is Christ’s fædrencynn 
(l. 248, ‘paternal ancestry’) which lies outside our grasp.512 Again, a solution to the 
riddle is offered and turns the unknowable mystery into accessible wisdom. If we 
cannot understand the generation of the Son outside history, his nativity within 
history is accessible. And thus the poet turns to the medrencynn (l. 246, ‘maternal 
ancestry’) to gain insight. This is known, and just as in the beginning, the narration 
once more takes the form of a direct address to Christ. Here, at the moment in the 
poem which brings him closest to mankind in historic time, he is called hælende crist 
(l. 250, ‘saving Christ’). As I have mentioned earlier, Jesus is not used within the Old 
English poetic corpus, and is – where traceable – translated into hælend. The poet 
here uses the most direct name of the son incarnate in the midst of an allusion to the 
virgin birth while simultaneously calling upon Christ as Saviour. These two 
meanings for the epithet fit perfectly into the context in which the term appears.  
 
   þu þisne middangeard    milde geblissa 
   þurh ðinne hercyme,     hælende crist, 
   ond þa gyldnan geatu,    þe in geardagum 
   ful longe ær     bilocen stodan, 
   heofona heahfrea,     hat ontynan,513 (ll. 249-253) 
 
The poet here draws upon the image of the golden gates of the antiphon, through 
which Christ shall come into this world. Golden gates as a metaphor for Mary’s body 
                                                 
512 This allusion to the unknown paternal ancestry again recalls Melchisedech, whose unknown 
parentage was one of the characteristics making him a type for Christ. 
513 ‘Bless this middle-earth graciously, through your coming, Jesus Christ, and command those golden 
gates, which in days of old, very long ago stood locked, to open, high-lord of the heavens,’ 
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are a commonplace, and the sources for this image are numerous.514 The poet stays 
true to the nature of the riddle, and similar to the narration of the creation of light, he 
makes the image of the gates ambiguous, ‘and purposely so’, as Burlin says.  
 
The usual associations with the physical birth effect a continuity with the 
allusion to Christ’s maternity. The poet seems, however, to lean more 
toward a second interpretation, suggested by Dietrich – the “door of 
heaven or paradise” – and by Campbell, who claims that the poet 
“connects the closing of the gates with the expulsion from paradise.”515 
 
This interpretation would call upon the aspect of the Saviour in the epithet hælende 
Crist (l. 250). The gates as those to heaven or paradise, and Christ’s power to order 
them to unlock also recalls the O clavis David of Lyric II. This interpretation is 
supported by the epithet heofona heafrea (l. 253, High-Lord of the heavens) at this 
point, since it expresses Christ’s authority over the realm to which the path should 
once more be opened. Similarly, the passage will bring to mind Christ’s unlocking of 
the wisdom and the mysteries of faith, especially in the context of this enigmatic 
lyric. 
 
Twice, the poet uses the form of the enigma to demonstrate that what is beyond 
our understanding (the faedercynn of Christ, the generation of the Son outside of 
history) can be made understandable through its manifestation within history, be it 
the creation of light and all living things, or the coming into this world of the Son, 
incarnate and as saving grace. The person to whom one should appeal is not outside 
our understanding, but the soða ond sibsuma ealra cyninga cyning, Crist ælmihtig of 
Isaiah 9, called upon at the beginning of this lyric. The emphasis of the petition for 
salvation is shifting between the lyrics, however. From the general statement of Lyric 
                                                 
514 For a more indepth discussion of this image and its sources and context, see: Cook, The Christ of 
Cynewulf, p. 102, Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, pp. 26 and 94-95, as well as Burlin, The Old English 
'Advent', pp. 134-35.  Lyric IX also explores all possible meanings and uses of this metaphor.  
515See F. Dietrich, 'Cynewulfs Crist', Zeitschrift für deutsches Altertum 9 (1853): 193-214 and 
Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 26. 
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I, we have moved through the outcry of those in exile, who become even more 
specific at this point. We now know who we need to be saved from: the devil. This 
has already been referred to in Lyric VI, and underlies both the Isaiah 9 allusions and 
the narration of the separation of light and darkness. Now, in the main part of the 
petition, the quest for salvation from the devil becomes the main theme. The 
petitioners still do not take responsibility for their own fall. Even though the allusion 
to sin as cause of our exile, clearly expressed in the antiphon, is reiterated in the lyric 
(l. 269), it is done so without a personal pronoun. It remains unclear whether it is the 
devil or the petitioners who are responsible for the sinlust (l. 269, sinful lust/lust for 
sin). Interesting in our context of wisdom and understanding as access to Christ and 
salvation, the devil is called ‘wites bona’ (l. 264, torturing slayer), which can also be 
translated as ‘slayer of wisdom’, a fitting opponent for witig God. 516 
 
As the lyric moves away from its main focus on Christ, the epithets used 
become more common and more generalised (dryhten/Lord l. 257, waldend/Ruler, l. 
258, nergend/Saviour, l. 261). They still fit correctly into the context in which they 
appear, but carry less weight in the overall meaning of the passage. Line 266 
contains another clear plea of the hondgeweorc (handiwork) to the hæleþa scyppend 
(the Creator of men). When the end of the petition cries out for deliverance out of 
darkness and deprivation and salvation from the enemy, it summarises the main 
theme of the lyric in three epithets: the ece dryhten (l. 272, eternal Lord) in this 
context evokes the eternal nature of the son begotten of the father outside history, 
lifgende god (l. 273, living God) calls upon Christ incarnate, and therefore the 
discussion of the knowable manifestation of God, and the petition calls unto God 
                                                 
516 See Campbell, The Advent Lyrics, p. 95. 
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because of his function as helm alwihta (l. 274, Shield of all beings), as their 
Protector. 
 
5.6. Lyric X: O Coelorum Domine 
 
O coelorum Domine, qui cum Patre sempiternus, es una cum Sancto Spiritu, 
audi nos famulos: veni ad salvandum nos; jam noli tardare. 517 
 
The last lyric to address Christ directly in both antiphon and Old English text 
is simultaneously the least elaborate and the most urgent of all petitions. Its style is 
humble, stripped of decorum, as if the petitioners now stand naked before their 
Maker aware of their bareness, and for the first time in the lyrics, aware of their 
responsibility for their sins (þurh ure sylfra gewill, l. 362, ‘through our own will’). 
The designations for God correspond to this bareness. Not one hapax legomenon 
among them, God is called by straightforward and common epithets with no double 
meanings, hardly any finesse. Similar to the antiphon, the Old English petition breaks 
its usual boundaries and takes over the entire lyric. The first eleven lines are a 
reiteration of the first part of the antiphon, an evocation of the Trinity. The epithets 
for God within this section are quite close translations of those of the antiphon. The 
first designations of the antiphon – O Coelorum Domine – is rendered almost literally 
as Eala þu halga heofona dryhten (l. 348).  While this designation is far less frequent 
than the popular formula of heofona cyning both designations seem to occur in 
similar contexts.518 Most importantly for this case, both occur within pleas for mercy 
                                                 
517 O Lord of the heavens, you who are eternal with the Father and one with the Holy Spirit, hear your 
servants: come and save us now; do not delay. 
518 I have found six instances of [heofon] [drihten] in five poems: PPs 98.5, ECL l.50, DoR l64, and 
Pr ll. 4 and 67.   
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and help. Another poem uses heofona drihten twice within this context, once in an 
‘Eala’ passage: 
 Æla, drihten leof!     Æla, dema god! 
 Geara me,    ece waldend. 
 Ic wat mine saule synnum forwundod; 
 gehæl þu hy,    heofena drihten519 (Pr, ll. 1-4) 
 
and once more at the end of the prayer, connected to an evocation of the Trinity: 
 
  Ac ic þe halsige nu,     heofona drihten 
  and gebidde me to þe,   bearna selost, 
  þæt ðu gemilsige me,   mihtig drihten, 
  heofena heakyning    and se halga gast, 
  and gefylste me,    fæder ælmihtig.520  (Pr, ll. 67-71) 
 
A similar desperation (and hope) emanates from the lines of this Prayer, though the 
petition of the Advent Lyric is much more urgent. Such an invocation of the Trinity 
in a moment of need is similar to the Lorica-prayers. It functions as a spiritual shield. 
As Thomas D. Hill has shown, an evocation of the Trinity often precedes such a 
plea.521 The same is true in this case. Line 358 begins the most urgent plea found in 
the lyrics to this point, spoken again by ‘us’, which includes the reader once more in 
the group of sinners begging for forgiveness. Christ is addressed as directly as 
possible. We find both common translations for Jesus: hælend Crist (l. 358) and 
nergende God (l. 361). It is the Saviour and Lord of men who is appealed to 
throughout the rest of this lyric. The urgency expressed throughout, especially in 
lines 372-3 Cym nu, hæleþa cyning, ne lata to lange (Come now, King of men, do 
                                                 
519 ‘Oh, dear Lord! Oh, judging God! Have mercy upon me eternal Wielder. I know that my soul is 
wounded by sins; heal it, Lord of the heavens.’ 
520 But I worship you now, Lord of the heavens, and I entreat myself to you, Best of children, that you 
have mercy upon me, mighty Lord, High-King of the heavens, and the holy Ghost, and protect me, 
almighty Father.’ 
521 T. D. Hill, 'Invocation of the Trinity and the Tradition of the Lorica in Old English Poetry', 
Speculum 56:2 (1981): 259-67. 
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not wait too long), brings us fully into the present. This present is not only that of the 
poet. He includes his audience in the plea and thus moves into his future, into the 
moment of the reception of the poem. The moment of judgement is nearer than ever, 
and salvation most needed. There is no time for fancy decor or feats of intellect. 
What we have here in Lyric X is the shedding of all pretence, a complete surrender to 
the will (l. 377) of God.  
5.7. Conclusion 
 
This study shows that it is time to rethink André Crépin’s regrets about the 
lack of originality and differentiation in the designations for God.522 It is true that the 
doctrine underlying the epithets for God in the Advent Lyrics is orthodox. What is 
original, however, is the poet’s use of orthodox material to express doctrinal matters 
in a new and creative way which leads to deeper insight. A joy in the enigmatic and 
the exploration of mysteries (through the grace of Christ) shine through these verses 
and the designations therein. Soðfæsta sunnan leoma (l. 106, true Light of the Sun) 
for example expresses three designations for God in one. This expression uses the 
solar model for the Trinity to express Christ as iubar (Ray) and God the Father as the 
Sun. The two personae are distinguished by the differentiation of Sun and Ray. The 
same designation also includes the soðfæsta leoma, Christ as sol iustitiae (Sun of 
justice). The naming of both, first and second persona, as sun simultaneously 
expresses their consubstantiality.   
 
Designations for God are at the centre of each lyric, be it the weallstan (l. 2, 
Cornerstone) of Lyric 1 and the metaphorically closely related heafod (l. 4, Head) 
                                                 
522 A. Crépin, 'Poétique vieil-Anglaise: désignations du Dieu Chrétien', DLitt, Université de Paris, 
1969. 
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and hrof (l. 14, Roof), or the radiant earendel (l. 104, oriens) deeply soaked into the 
solar-model and the concept of this light sending itself as messenger, as engla 
beorhtast (l. 104, Brightest of angels), or also the halga heofona dryhten (l. 348, holy 
Lord of the heavens) as central evocation in the most urgent of petitions. The 
theological connections they express, not always directly visible to the modern 
beholder, can be playfully adapted, as in the case of reccend (l. 18, Ruler, the 
Unfolder of / key to meaning). They are also used as pointers, like witig god (l. 226, 
wise God) and snyttro (l.239, Wisdom) in the riddle passages. Some terms are 
ambiguous. Melchisedech (l. 138, king of justice), the name of an Old Testament 
priest and type of Christ, is here used as designation for God, quasi a name as type of 
a name, which it is more clearly in its etymology. The lines here are purposefully 
ambiguous. Sometimes the poet amalgamates designations to express a wider – or 
different – meaning. The grouping of god wæs mid us (l. 125, God with us), mihtig 
meotudes bearn (l. 127, mighty Child of the Ruler) and se monnes sunu (l. 127, Son 
of man) together express the two natures of Christ in his incarnation.  
 
The designations therefore truly have meaning. Even those that are more 
removed from the main flow within the lyric are – though more general in nature – 
never out of place.523 The poet skilfully plays with these meanings and their multiple 
levels, as for example in the case of heafod (l. 4, Head), which joins through its 
ambiguity (and that of its counterparts), the architectural image and that of the 
Corpus Christi. The same is true for his puns, which I have outlined in three 
instances of designations containing wuldor, signaller for one of the repeated themes 
tying all lyrics together. The designations therefore visibly function as markers that 
provide access to accumulated meaning. Some of these varieties of meaning seem to 
                                                 
523 I hereby come to a similar conclusion as W. Whallon, 'The Idea of God in Beowulf', PMLA 
LXXX:1 (1965): 19-23 in the case of Beowulf.  
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work in a similar way to the traditional referents. These can be lexical variations, as 
in the double meaning of reccend, or contextual associations, as in the case of 
heofona cyning, which is often used in respect to the covenant between man and his 
Lord God.  
 
One example remains to be voiced here: Emmanuel. Both the lyric and the 
name are the most relevant of all lyrics to the study at hand. This is the one name that 
the poet interprets himself, openly and directly. Here, he points out the importance of 
name-etymologies for the understanding of God in the most straightforward terms. 
God was named gleawlice mid noman ryhte (ll. 130-1, wisely with the right name) – 
by God through his messenger. Emmanuel and its etymology are outspokenly 
integrated into the theological discussion, and just afterwards another name 
demonstrates similar importance, though more veiled: Melchisedech. This, he seems 
to say, is what should be done with names. This is part of what is unlocked through 
Christ, wisdom and key to wisdom se þe reorda gehwæs ryne gemiclað ðara þe 
geneahhe noman scyppendes þurh horscne had hergan willað.524 Salvation lies in the 
names for God, both in the wisdom that they convey and in their evocation and 
worship. 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
524 Chr I, ll. 30-32: ‘who magnifies the course of any speeches for those who earnestly wish to praise 
the name of the Creator through wisdom.’ 
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6. Conclusion: Beyond the Classic Supermodels525 
 
 
At the end of his article on Old English verse and Christian theology, George 
Hardin Brown wrote that he tried to present the Advent Lyrics there ‘as an example 
of the special aptitude of Old English verse in the hands of a first-rate poet to express 
some of the most complex religious mysteries of the Creed.’526  Chapter Five of this 
thesis has exhibited the virtuosity with which that poet made use of designations for 
God to convey orthodox Christian concepts creatively. Yet not all designations for 
God studied in this thesis had been used in such a theological or sophisticated way. 
Genesis A and other passages have shown that sections with clusters of specialised 
designations for God can alternate with areas of scarcity in frequency and diversity. 
Drihten and god have proven to be the most popular designations on such occasions 
of scarcity. The analysis in chapter one has demonstrated what the other studies 
confirmed, however: no designation for God can be understood as synonymous with 
another.527 Each designation for God will have differences, for example in lexical 
meaning, alliterative possibilities, habits of collocation, et cetera, which will 
distinguish it from the next. Rather than synonyms, a poet might have a choice of 
designations from the intersection of two sets, as I shall explain with the following 
graph:  
 
                                                 
525 I owe this title to J. Hatcher and M. Bailey, Modelling the Middle Ages: The History & Theory of 
England's Economic Development (Oxford, 2001), p. 208. 
526 G. H. Brown, 'Old English Verse as a Medium for Christian Theology' in Modes of Interpretation 
in Old English Literature, Phyllis Rugg Brown, et al. (eds.) (Toronto, 1986), pp. 15-28, p. 25. 
527 Elizabeth Tyler comes to a similar conclusion, in E. M. Tyler, Old English Poetics: The Aesthetics 
of the Familiar in Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, 2006), p. 37. 
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Figure 1: Set-Model, Designations for God 
 
The aspects of God implicitly or explicitly attached to the instance in which he is 
mentioned in a text will govern what attributes the designation used must imply. The 
more central God is to the narration of the poem, the more designations for God can 
be chosen, since the specialised designation can be used alongside any more 
generalised designation in the same semantic strand. A specialised designation will 
always evoke the quality to which it refers. Scyppend, for example, will bring the 
Creator to mind. If, therefore, a mention of God is supposed to stay neutral (i.e. when 
God is in the background of the poem), more neutral designations will be in 
evidence, such as drihten or god. If the poem is concerned with an account of the 
creation, then scyppend and all other creation terms are applicable (e.g. fruma), in 
addition to drihten and god. Other designations that are acceptable sidelines to the 
story of creation might also be used, though they will introduce their own 
connotations to the scene. If a Judge (demend) appears in a creation sequence, that 
connotation will be more foregrounded than the expected Creator. 
 
Expectation will always play an important part in the effect which a 
designation has in its context. While drihten and god, for example, mainly take 
attention away from God, they can also function in the opposite way when a passage 
in which one would expect more elaborate designations is suddenly toned down. The 
A AB B 
A = Specification of God 
in the text 
 
B = Designations for 
God 
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passage of multiple lines of w-alliteration in Genesis A on page 131 ff, is a case in 
point, as is the sudden simplicity of designations in Lyric X of the Advent Lyrics 
after the richness of the previous lyrics. Here it is exactly the lack of colour in the 
designations for God that comes to the foreground. Such plays with expectations are 
part of what Elizabeth Tyler calls the ‘aesthetics of the familiar’: 
The ‘aesthetics of the familiar’ holds together both what is familiar 
because conventional and what becomes familiar because it recurs within 
an individual poem. The ‘familiar’ does not, however, hold together the 
ordinary and the well-known.528 
 
Tyler is talking about ‘those features of Old English verse which recur throughout 
the corpus,’ and which are not ‘formal requirements of the verse’.529 Next to such 
stylistic conventions, such as the formulas, Parallelstellen, variation, apposition, or 
compounds, to name but some of Tyler’s examples, another convention is central to 
the aesthetics of designations for God within poetry: Christian doctrine. This study 
also steps outside verse form and adds another dimension to the ‘familiar’. Theology 
plays a major role in the play of language and concepts in Old English poetry, where 
language informs ideas as much as ideas form language.  
 
Often, it is difficult to distinguish which influence – doctrine or language –  is 
the greatest. A case in point are the formulas ece drihten (dominus aeternus) or god 
ælmihtig (deus omnipotens), popular formulas, with well-established theological 
meaning. These two examples show that formulaic designations for God do not have 
to be primarily Old English formulas, but can be metalingual Christian formulas 
translated into Old English. A designation which is deeply imbedded in orthodox 
Christian doctrine, on the other hand, does not have to be an import into the Old 
                                                 
528 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 2. 
529 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 2. 
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English language, since existing Old English formulas might have been adapted to be 
used for Christian purposes.  
 
A similar blend of influences can be found among other conventional 
collocations which include designations for God. We have encountered the 
alliterative pairs of drihten and duguð, or þeoden and þegn the familiarity of which 
was enhanced within Genesis A through parallel repetition of both pairs as textual 
signals. Another alliterative pair is more complex. The couplets around drihten and 
þeoden both alliterate with a term from a similar semantic context: that of the lord 
and the retainer. They are semantic pairs as well as alliterative ones. That is not the 
case for rodor and rod. They only come together in the context of the Crucifixion, 
and present the majority of instances of [Heaven] [King] in Crucifixion narration. 
The only exception to this rule is the collocation of rodorwealdend and rod, also in 
Elene (as most of the previous instances) and also in connection with the crucifixion. 
Two more instances bring the [Heaven] [King] in association with the crucifixion:  
 
 heofoncyninges  hlutran dreore      Chr III, l.1086 
for þam heremægene   þæt hit heofoncyninges [tacen] Ele, l. 170530 
   
The predominance of the expression rodorcyning over heofoncyning in this context 
and the fact that not all crucifixion scenes use either of the two (the Dream of the 
Rood, for example, does not), show that here theology and paronomasic opportunity 
have come together to shape the preference for this association. The fact that we only 
have examples of the rodorcyning / rod pairing within two Cynewulf poems (Elene 
and Christ II) and that the only non-Cynewulf poem to offer a heofoncyning in 
connection with the cross is Christ III raises the question, whether this alliterative 
                                                 
530 Chr III, l.1086: ‘Heaven King’s pure blood’ and Ele, l.170 ‘for that army, that it the sign of Heaven 
King...’.  
6. Conclusion: Beyond the Classic Supermodels 
 231 
pairing should be understood as a convention at all. Tyler defines the conventional as 
that which is diachronic, traceable across the Old English poetic corpus, to be 
distinguished from the synchronic familiar, the familiarity of which has been 
established within a text, for example through verbal repetition. Poems which were 
composed (at least at some point of their process of creation) by the same poet 
represent a microgroup in themselves. The association of [Heaven] [King] with the 
crucifixion could thus be either a convention for this poet, or a feature made familiar 
synchronically within the work of one author. The instance of rodorcyning and 
heofoncyning demonstrates that our current knowledge of the corpus makes a 
distinction between the two kinds of familiar difficult. 
 
Incongruence between convention and familiarity established synchronically 
was an issue in the case of hearra in Genesis B. While the Old Saxon original seems 
to have made great use of the conventional associations that such a political term 
brought with it, a similar convention for that designation could not exist in Old 
English poetic tradition since it is a direct loan from the Old Saxon. Some of these 
associations were re-established on a synchronic level through the frequent use of the 
word within the Old English text. The pun between hearra and the comparative of 
heah, established so beautifully within the Old English poem, would have been less 
foregrounded – if visible at all – in the Old Saxon original.  
However, poets could also use conventionally familiar formulas to enhance a 
synchronic familiarity established through verbal repetition.531 Among the 
designations for God in this study, we have a similar case in the use of heofoncyning 
in Genesis B. The poet here used the designation heofoncyning very repetitively in 
order to establish the ‘enemy’ against which Satan sent his devil. The conventional 
                                                 
531 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 123. 
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application of the term heofoncyning in the context of a covenant with God in this 
specific instance calls out in accusation, as it invokes that which Satan and his 
follower break which is also the object of their attack: the covenant with God (their 
own and that of Adam and Eve). The designation is repeated in moments which are 
concerned with the covenant, which brings the committed breach and the potential 
(and then committed) breach of both contracts further to the foreground. 
 
The use of the etymology of Emmanuel in Lyrics V and VI offers another 
example in which a poet combined a convention with verbal repetition. The poet 
primes the reader for the designation by including its etymology before the term 
itself is named and repeats it directly after. The naming of Emmanuel itself showed 
another creative play with a convention, namely the purposeful misinformation that 
the term was first used by Gabriel in his conversation with Joseph. The original 
source of the Hebrew name, Isaiah, is extensively used within the lyrics, and the 
incongruence between source and claim within the lyric brings that passage more to 
the foreground. The knowledgeable recipient would be reminded of the other 
etymology given in the Gabriel passage in Matt 1:23, that of Jesus (Saviour). A 
poetic presentation strikingly at odds with conventional scriptural knowledge allows 
the introduction of new associations to the text. Another example of this technique 
follows directly, when the poet uses typological conventions in an unconventional 
way: he constructs his following passage in such a way that both Christ and the 
Christ-type Old Testament priest-king can be the subject of the reference to 
Melchisedech. Just as the priest-king is a type of Christ, so is his name a substitute 
for the name of the Divine. A similar ambiguity of name can be witnessed in the 
naming of Satan in connection with God, be it in the use of hearra and god in 
Genesis B for Lucifer to express his conceit and rebellion, or in the shared central 
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terms (i.e. fæder, frea, cyning) for God and Satan in Juliana, for example. Such 
examples show that the answer to the question raised in the introduction – when does 
a designation become a name of God? – has to be: when it is used to designate God. 
A designation, be it descriptive, title or name in the linguistic sense, becomes part of 
that which is the Name of God when it is used to address him.  
 
The previous points have shown that the borders between conventional and 
individual in Old English poetry are permeable when designations for God are 
concerned, though not only then. Poets not only use the tradition, they stand in the 
tradition. As a matter of fact, such creative use of the conventional is part of the 
tradition which is alive through its flexibility. Each poet makes the tradition his own 
and contributes to it through his own creation. This play with tradition, with new 
ways to explore and express known elements, is an essential part of Old English 
poetry. Bernard Huppé cautions that 
 
the reader must be alert to, and prepared for, the ‘metaphysical’ level 
which supports seemingly unmotivated transitions; frequently, a basic 
metaphor which is varied and disguised in the course of development, 
provides, once grasped, the clue to the unity of the poem.532  
 
The ‘metaphysical’ level he refers to here is, according to Huppé 
 
present in the minds of the poet and his audience, for poet and audience 
shared a common body of doctrinal truths, represented symbolically by a 
number of commonplace metaphors deriving ultimately from patristic 
interpretation of the Bible. 533 
 
What Huppé expressed here for a Christian convention is similarly true for the 
‘common body’ of poetic tradition. It may seem obvious that these are not mutually 
exclusive ‘supermodels’ of ‘Christian Tradition’ and ‘Old English Poetic Tradition’, 
                                                 
532 B. F. Huppé, The Web of Words: Structural Analyses of the Old English Poems Vainglory, the 
Wonder of Creation, the Dream of the Rood, and Judith (Albany, NY, 1970), p. xx. 
533 Ibid. 
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or even the ‘Oral Formulaic’, though the danger is still great to favour one approach 
over the other. Huppé suggests for the poems discussed by him in the Web of Words, 
that ‘with the destination of the poem, its theme being known, the interest lay in the 
topography of the journey, in the delight of the maze.’534 Any common body could 
provide another turn for that journey. The Advent Lyrics have proven to be 
exceptional examples of this maze, or web, whilst drawing on elements of all 
possible areas of common associations, be it theological, stylistic, political, or 
architectural, to name but some examples. The use of the enigmatic in Lyric VIII was 
the culmination thereof. However, less virtuoso poems also made use of the same 
tendencies. One need only look at the stylistic plays in Genesis A, which is otherwise 
much more reserved in its closeness to the literal narration of Scripture.  
 
If we think, then, of an Old English poem as a web, the designations for God 
will provide knotting points. The designations seem to function in a way similar to 
what Mary Carruthers describes as notae in her work on memory. Carruthers 
explores the notae as mnemonic devices from Quintilian onwards. He had classified 
a nota, among other things as a key-word to recover things that might otherwise be 
slipping from memory.535 In the case of a nota, an individual will memorize larger 
groups of information summarized in association with a single key word. If the key 
word is then later activated, all stored information can be accessed. A designation for 
God functions as a similar keyword. The main differences between a traditional nota 
and the designation are – in the case of the nota – the severance of the meaning of 
the keyword from the information stored under it and the individuality of the storer. 
In case of the designation, the information stored under it will be, among others, its 
                                                 
534 Huppé, The Web of Words, p. xvi. 
535 M. Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, CSML (Cambridge, 
2003), p. 107. See also M. Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of 
Images, 400-1200 (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 155-65. 
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semantic values. Its etymology can also be stored under the expression, and in many 
cases of early medieval etymology this might be more than one etymological strand. 
Theological implications will also be stored under this expression, as might be the 
information of what precedes or follows it in Scripture. Stylistic conventions 
associated with the expression will also be stored, as will be possible alliterations, 
members of the same semantic fields et cetera. Even an exemplary list such as this 
will show that – in contrast to the nota – the information collected under a 
designations as key word will largely be traditional, derived from cultural 
conventions, for example, or the education that the user of the designation had 
received. A large part of the information will also be much more personal, however. 
Other contexts in which the user of a designation has seen that term will be stored 
under it, and personal experiences that are evoked by that designation are also part of 
that conglomeration. The designations for God thus function as labels of containers 
in which every information is stored that has been previously connected with that 
term for the person confronted with it. This can be highly conventional or only 
acquired a few lines or moments earlier.  
 
When a poet uses a designation for God, he places his container with that 
label into position. It becomes one of the knots in the web. He can now place a 
second container, which shares one or more contents with the first, at another 
position in the poem. These two knots in the web will then form a connection due to 
the associations which are common to both of them. Larger parts of narrations can 
also evoke a certain association from the container of a designation and thus create 
another strand in the web. The first of the Advent Lyrics might serve as an example 
for this. We were there first introduced to the designation weallstan (corner stone). 
As I have shown in my analysis, the biblical cornerstone image grew to be associated 
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with the top-most stone, rather than the original foundation stone. The association 
with the top will therefore be conventionally stored in the container of weallstan. 
This designation was followed by heafod (head), which also stores the information 
top-most in its container – but here even more clearly connected with leadership or 
authority. The thread tied between these two knots is the association with the top and 
leadership. Another association stored in the container of weallstan is the 
architectural image of a wall and of building a house. The allusions to the Church as 
abuilding will evoke that association, which is then drawn upon by another 
designation used for God, the cræftiga (craftsman). Weallstan and cræftiga are thus 
connected through their joint associations with architecture, strengthened through the 
lyric in general. The heafod, however, also contains the association with the Corpus 
Christi, the Body of Christ, itself another metaphor for the Church. This association 
will provoke the association of the Church as building made out of living stones, 
which God himself has formed out of clay. Such a connection triggers the meaning 
of Creator, also stored under cræftiga. What we have here even in this very 
rudimentary recapitulation of these three designations is not a linear construct from 
which one meaning or ‘intention’ has to be deciphered. We rather have here a 
multidimensional web of meaning, woven through threads of associations that are 
spun between various contents from the containers that form its knotting points.  
 
If a recipient now approaches the poem, he will bring his own containers 
attached to those designations for God. These are called upon as soon as a 
designation is mentioned within the poem. As most elements stored within these 
containers are conventional, a web of associations similar to that of the poet will 
form in the mind of that recipient. However, every recipient brings slightly different 
sets of associations in their containers. A person from the same cultural and 
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educational background as the poet (for example a monastic one) will form many 
more associations in common than someone from a very different background (a 
soldier, perhaps). The poem is therefore a living thing, being purposefully recreated 
within the context of every individual recipient, rather than being received.536 If we 
now look back to Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe’s findings regarding the scribes of the 
various Old English versions of Cædmon’s Hymn, the exchanged formulas which are 
largely the designations for God can be understood differently. Rather than copying a 
fixed text, the copyist (or a reciter) would recreate the web of poetry within his own 
head. This web is highly flexible, as the associations are those of the person 
experiencing it at that moment. Any other designation for God which allows for the 
same associations within that current web would be as valid as the one found. A 
change from one designation to the next is thus unproblematic if the containers of 
both original and new designations include the same elements of importance to the 
poem. However, no two differently labelled containers have exactly the same 
content. A change from one container to the next will fulfil the same requirements at 
the position in question, but might also open new possible associations with other 
elements of the poem. 
 
The poem as web is a highly flexible structure, as each new scribe or reciter 
will be able to adapt the poem, maybe change an element to something that will 
refine a turn in the journey of the poem mentioned by Huppé, or that will add another 
thread to the web of words. Such flexibility does not mean any loss of orthodoxy, 
however, as theological associations can only be seen by someone who has a similar 
understanding of Christian theology to the previous poet. Designations for God 
which suggest themselves for exchange will thus come from a similar theological 
                                                 
536 See also C. B. Pasternack, The Textuality of Old English Poetry, CSASE (Cambridge, 1995), p. 
163 who studies the poetry from the standpoint of reception theory. 
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understanding. If the person who performs the change fails to see the more complex 
associations, the exchanged designations will become more neutral. The study of 
designations for the Christian God in Old English poetry therefore gives evidence to 
the theological sophistication which was firmly set within Orthodoxy while 
flourishing in the flexibility of Old English Poetics. The similar use of associations to 
discover and enhance meaning within Old English Poetics and Biblical Exegesis 
makes the former an ideal medium for the pursuit of the latter. The exploration of 
designations for the Christian God in Old English poetry therefore still follows the 
invitation which introduces Christ II, namely to approach the poem in the following 
way: 
 
Nu ðu geornlice    gæstegrynum,  
   mon se mæra,      modcræfte sec 
þurh sefan snyttro,     þæt þu soð wite.537 (Chr II, ll.1-3) 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
537 Now carefully search the spiritual mysteries, distinguished man, with the power of your mind, 
through the wisdom of understanding that you may know truly. 
